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 “Catwalking the Gender Tightrope” is an ethnographic project, which seeks to 
look behind the curtains of the glamorous yet elusive transsexual beauty contests that are 
held annually in Thailand. In this project, I examine two transsexual beauty contests in 
detail – Miss Alcazar contest and Miss International Queen contest in 2004.  
 Transsexual beauty contests are one of the platforms on which the visibility of the 
Thai kathoey is increased and the beauty and grace of transsexuals in displayed. In this 
thesis, I examine how transsexual beauty contests have evolved from being purely 
commercial enterprises to viable avenue through which kathoeys can seek to gain social 
mobility, status, power and even acceptance. All this is made possible because of the 
ritualized performance of femininity and transsexual beauty contests have 
institutionalized a new kathoey identity.  
 Although transsexual beauty contests can be seen as sites of empowerment, 
kathoeys are also subjected to subjugation as they are subjected to the performance of 
femininity on this public stage. In dealing with such impositions, they actively seek off-
stage spaces, in which “everyday” kathoey behaviour and identity is played out. Thus, 
slippages and excesses occur The continuous performance of a kathoey identity on a 
public stage has globalized the image of the Thai kathoey that is based on feminine 
beauty, but kathoeys continue to find spaces to transverse between both social categories 
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 This thesis was born out of my interest in the study of the Thai transsexual – the 
kathoey. I had previously looked at the cabaret as public stage on which kathoeys perform 
and undergo physical transformations to eke a living for themselves. In the midst of my 
research, I had stumbled upon yet another public stage – transsexual beauty contests. 
These beauty contests were highly publicized events and received considerable attention 
from the media, but had never attracted scholarly attention. It was with this curiosity that 
I embarked on a project to discover the importance of these beauty contests as a stage for 
kathoeys to perform on and perhaps anchor a kathoey identity. 
 The high visibility of the Thai kathoey has always created a false illusion of the 
level of acceptance of kathoeys in Thai society. Sanctions against homosexuality and 
transsexuality are not always apparent to observers and it is easy for one to overlook the 
pressures faced by sexual minorities in Thailand. Transsexual beauty contests display the 
beauty and grace of transsexuals, but without looking at what went on behind the scenes, 
the image of Thailand as a “paradise” for sexual minorities remains.  
 Transvestite and transsexual beauty contests are growing phenomenon in 
Southeast Asia. It is part of a localization process of global influences. The kathoey has 
not always been as visible as today, as I would discuss later. Although kathoeys are 
believed to be associated with sacred personages, ritualistic healers, court dancers and 
spirit mediums, their modern existence is one that is highly exacerbated by the various 
forces of capitalism, nationalism and self-orientalism.  
 In this thesis, I wish to examine the role and importance of transsexual beauty 
contests as a space for the negotiation and construction of a kathoey identity. In particular, 
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I develop two central points in this thesis. The first is transsexual beauty contests as sites 
of empowerment and avenues through which kathoeys negotiate for visibility, social 
respect and hopefully acceptance. The second is that the same beauty contests subject 
kathoeys to subjugation through the institutionalized performance of femininity and in 
dealing with these impositions, slippages and excesses occur. The continuous 
performance of a kathoey identity on a public stage has globalized the image of the Thai 
kathoey that is based on feminine beauty, but kathoeys continue to find spaces to 
transverse between both social categories of femininity and masculinity, while coming to 
terms with a modern kathoey identity. 
 
The place, the people, the research 
 This thesis is largely based upon my ethnographic research and fieldwork in 
Pattaya, Thailand during the Miss Alcazar and Miss International Queen beauty contests, 
both of which I will introduce in detail in Chapter 3. Pattaya is one of Thailand’s many 
beach resort towns, situated in Bangkok’s neighboring province of Chonburi. There are 
two cabaret companies in Pattaya, offering the famous kathoey cabaret performances on a 
nightly basis – Alcazar Co. and Tiffany Show Co. As part of their business development 
plans and publicity, they organize transsexual beauty contests on an annual basis.  
 My respondents consisted of staff members working at the cabaret companies and 
kathoey beauty contestants. Most of my fieldwork was done at Alcazar Co., where I was 
able to gain entry into the whole working process of putting together the Miss Alcazar 
transsexual beauty contest. The staff members at Alcazar Co. had welcomed me into the 
working team of the contest, where I was able to help with translation, planning and 
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execution. This was the ninth year for which the Miss Alcazar contest has been held and 
each year, the scale of the contest grows. In my 2-month stay during this period, I was 
able to gain insights into the working of the contest. I also had a chance to observe the 
Miss Tiffany Universe contest held at Tiffany’s Show Co. during the same period. 
 The contestants in this national contest were Thai and came from all over the 
country. Staff members were also rarely Pattaya natives. Pattaya, a tourist town, attracts 
Thais with its high employment rates in tourism-related establishments. During this time, 
the main language used was Thai as most of my respondents could not use English. I did 
not use a tape recorder as I found it intrusive and inconvenient. Notes were jotted down 
during the day mostly derived from informal conversations and interviews. I usually 
started off with general questions and after my respondents grow comfortable and at ease, 
I asked more intimate questions. I had to rely a lot on my listening skills and careful 
observations, and detailed fieldwork notes were written at the end of each day. 
 My second fieldwork trip was during the Miss International Queen contest in 
2004. This time, the contest was on an international scale and unlike the previous time, 
the contestants were foreigners, with only one Thai representative. Thus, my respondents 
were mainly the Singaporean contestants who were there to take part in the contest and 
their entourage, which consisted of their managers and make-up artists, and I was 
welcomed onto their team, acting as their translator and helper as and when I could. 
During this time, I was also able to establish contact with staff members at Tiffany’s 
Show Co. Ltd and was able to attend the rehearsals and preliminary activities, similar to 
that during the Miss Alcazar contests. I was able to use English to conduct my informal 
interviews and sometimes, I used Mandarin to chat with other contestants from Taiwan 
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and Hong Kong. Again, no tape recorders were used and fieldwork notes were 
meticulous kept at the end of each day. 
 In 2005 and 2006, I revisited the same cabarets, albeit on shorter trips to observe 
and take notes on subsequent beauty contests that were held. Ethnographic research 
during these times was not intense and was largely used to verify the first round of data 
that I had collected. Hence, most of the ethnographic data quoted in this thesis was 
derived from my 2004 trips.  
 Even then, I do recognize the limitations of my research, given the small number 
of respondents I had spoken to. Many times, I catch myself being aware that I am an 
outsider to the kathoey community. During fieldwork, I had to be wary of my own pre-
connotations of what being kathoey meant and the role of beauty contests in their lives. 
Being able to speak Thai definitely allowed me a certain entry into this community, but 
the life situation of kathoey contestants and staff members at the cabaret is not 
immediately apparent. I have tried my best to include as many life stories as possible in 
this thesis to paint a clearer picture of the context of the said beauty contests. 
 
Translation and Transcription 
 I have included in my later chapters transcripts of informal conversations and 
interviews carried out during my fieldwork. Some of these informal conversations and 
interviews were carried out in Thai and in translating these data, I have attempted to 
capture the original and literal meanings of the words in Thai, while making sure that 
they can be read smoothly and clearly in English.  All Thai words in this thesis have been 
italicized. As the grammar structure in the Thai language is very different from English 
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and many Thai words have colloquial or idiomatic meanings, I have tried to translate 
them without distorting its original meaning and I have tried my best to ensure they are 
closest to what I understand. In cases where a direct translation is not possible, I have 
included an explanation of the meaning of the word or phrase the first time I introduce it 
and in subsequent references, used the Thai word(s), which are italicized. Names, both 
Thai and English are also italicized.  
 There are a few Thai words that run consistently throughout the entire thesis. One 
of the key terms is kathoey. Kathoey appears to have an original biological denotation – 
the hermaphrodite, a person who has both the male and female sex organs. A kathoey can 
be generally seen as a “de-masculinized” male, who exhibits cross gender, or in other 
words feminine behaviour, dress, thoughts and even sexual inclination. Most of the time, 
the term is pretty ambiguous, even when used by the kathoey themselves.1 Common 
translations of the term would be “transvestite”, “transsexual” or “transgender”.2 It is 
important to note that in the Thai language, the domains of biological sex, culturally 
ascribed gender and individual sexuality are not distinguished semantically. All three 
concepts are rendered by the word phet, which means sex/gender and this is compounded 
with other words such as chaay and ying, male and female respectively. Thus, phet chaay 
can be translated to be male or masculine and same goes for the term phet ying. As such, 
                                                 
1
 This made things pretty confusing when it came to my fieldwork. The kathoey themselves used the term 
interchangeably when they were talking about gays and cross-dressers. It would seem that the term 
“kathoey” has several meanings, but the most salient and historically accurate translation would be 
“transvestite” or “transsexual” males. As such, I find it really necessary to distinguish between these 
meanings. Please see above for a further elaboration. 
2
 Han ten Brummelhuis, “Transformation of Transgender: The Case of the Thai Kathoey”, in Lady Boys, 
Tom Boys, Rent Boys, Male and Female homosexuality in Contemporary Thailand, Peter Jackson & 
Gerard Sullivan eds., (Harrington Park Press, New York, 1999), p.124 
 14 
it is very difficult to make a clear-cut distinction between these three concepts.3 Kathoey 
is often used to describe a male who has feminine tendencies, cross dresses and/or tries to 
become a women, by undergoing cosmetic surgery and sex reassignment, but it is also 
used rather casually with males who display feminine characteristics, even though they 
are outwardly seen as males. But now, the word “gay” has become more common in Thai 
discourses and the word kathoey has come to denote males who cross-dress as females. A 
more formal term used to refer to the same group of people is “phuu ying praphet sorng”, 
which can be directly translated to mean “a second type of woman”. Given the 
complications of this term, I have decided to retain this term “kathoey” in my thesis. In 
order to distinguish between singular and plural references to my subjects, I have used 
“kathoey” to refer to one person and “kathoeys” to refer to a group of my subjects. The 
word “kathoey” and “kathoeys” is used only to refer to my subjects and occasionally as 
an adjective, but I have chosen to use the word “transsexual” in all other cases.  
 Two other words remain as key terms and are constantly found in later chapters – 
the use of “Phii” and “Norng”. “Phii” means someone who is elder in terms of age and/or 
someone who is higher in seniority. It does not have gender differentiation and can be 
used with both males and females. It is often used as a show of respect and the name of 
the said person follows this term of endearment. The term “Norng” is the opposite in 
meaning and used for anyone younger than myself. “Khun” is the formal term of address, 
similar to the use of “Mister” and “Miss” in the English language. 
 
                                                 
3
 Peter A Jackson, “Kathoey><Gay><Man: The Historical Emergence of Gay Male Identity in Thailand”, 
in Sites of Desire, Economies of Pleasure, Manderson Lenore & Jolly Margaret eds., (U of Chicago Press, 
US, 1997), p.167-168 
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 There is no standard system of transcribing Thai using the Roman alphabet. I 
include below a table which lists the letters used in my transcription and translation 
process that have a different value from their common English pronunciation and the 
tones in the Thai language is not indicated in this thesis.  
 
a Similar to the short “u” sound in but. 
ar/aa Similar to the long ‘ar” sound in father. 
ae Similar to the “a” sound in arrogant. 
ai Similar to the “ai” sound in aisle. 
ao Similar to the “ao” sound in Laos.  
əu Not found in English, but similar to er-a, with a silent r 
ia Similar to the sound of “ia” in Maria. 
oey Not found in English, but similar to uh-y (with a “ee” sound) 
U Similar to the short “oo” sound in look 
uu Similar to the long “”ue” sound in sue. 
E Similar to the short “e” sound in pen. 
ua Not found in English, but similar to the sound of “ewer” in 
sewer, with silent r. 
uay Similar to the “uay” sound in suay. 
k Similar to the unaspirated “k” sound in skin  
kh Similar to the aspirated “k” sound in kin. 
p Similar to the unaspirated “p” sound in Spain 
ph Similar to the aspirated “p” sound in pen. 
t Similar to the unaspirated “t” sound in stop 





The structure of this thesis 
 This thesis is structured into 5 chapters. In chapter 2, I examine the context in 
which both mainstream and transsexual beauty contests emerged in Thailand. The shifts 
in the image of Thailand have been dictated primarily by Thailand’s engagement with the 
West. In a bid to dispel an image of “barbaric” masculinity imposed by Western powers, 
the Thai state adopted a highly interventionist stance to re-gender the population and 
beauty contests became effective tools for the state to promote these new images of Thai 
culture, now based on feminine beauty, to both Thais and non-Thais. In this process, 
kathoeys also became more visible in society and transsexual beauty contests emerged 
from these complexities. Though initially commercial in nature, transsexuals beauty 
contests have also evolved into effective avenues through which kathoeys can negotiate 
for visibility, social respect and a new kathoey identity. 
 In Chapter 3, I will introduce two transsexual beauty contests – Miss Alcazar and 
Miss International Queen. Here, I bring forth the importance of the performance of 
femininity in these contests and show that the focus of the judging process in on the 
ability of contestants to subvert masculinity and emulate femininity convincingly.   
 Chapter 4 highlights transsexual beauty contests as sites of empowerment for 
kathoeys. Through the successful performance of femininity, kathoeys are able to earn 
social respect and power, and hopefully visibility and acceptance. The positive outcomes 
of these beauty contests give kathoeys a sense of agency. However, I also show how the 
same beauty contests can turn into sites of subjugation as kathoeys are subjected to the 
beauty mold and standards that are set by audiences. The same performance in which 
they engage in are subjected to rejection by the audience, made up of judges, sponsor 
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companies, the organizing cabaret and spectators.  The mediation of power, agenda and 
priorities between these parties also removes the agency that kathoeys possess.  
 In Chapter 5, I look at the slippages and excesses that occur as kathoeys struggle 
to adopt the new institutions placed on them to perform femininity. Beauty contests 
provide them with a public stage, but the kathoey culture displayed is one that is expected 
of them. While performing these highly ritualized routines of femininity, a new kathoey 
identity is in fact institutionalized. However, in dealing with these new impositions, 
kathoeys actively look for off-stage spaces, in which their “everyday” kathoey behavior, 
characterized by slippages and excesses, can be tolerated and shown.  
 I conclude my arguments in Chapter 7 and I briefly show how the intertwining 
forces of capitalism, nationalism and globalization has affected the development of a new 
kathoey identity and a new cultural identity adopted by Thailand . I also discuss how a 
cultural icon such as the kathoey, which had originally emerged from Thailand’s 
engagement with the West and her quest to “catch up” and appear as a modern state, is in 























Thailand’s Images and  
Thailand’s Beauty Contests 
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Introduction 
 “I wanted to know if I am beautiful, if I am as beautiful as a woman”, Ton Khaw, 
winner of the Miss Alcazar 1999 contest, answered plainly.4 Ton Khaw is one of the few 
past winners of transsexual beauty contests that are held on a national scale. To date, 
Thailand has produced a total of 17 transsexual beauty queens in the past 10 years5 and 
these transsexual beauty contests have remained as popular as before. In plainly stating 
her objectives in joining the contest, Ton-Khaw exemplifies one of the desires of a Thai 
transgender kathoey6 and the powerful discourses concerning what being a kathoey 
entails in Thai society. While they are most commonly perceived as “females born into 
the wrong body”, it would be inaccurate to assume that they want to become a woman 
fully. Although kathoey replicate many idealized forms of femininity, it does not 
necessary entail a full transgression of gender boundaries. In these transsexual beauty 
contests, kathoey mimic and perform what they perceive as ideal femininity yet also try 
to negotiate for spaces to challenge such feminine normativity. 
 In this chapter, I will examine the intricacies in beauty contests and the tensions 
brought about by the negotiation of a local, “romanticized” culture in the face of 
Western-derived notions of beauty and femininity. Thailand has been romanticized as a 
                                                 
4
 Author’s fieldwork notes, April 2004 
5
 I refer to the transsexual beauty contests (prakuad nang-ngam praphet sorng) that are held at a national 
level. These beauty contests are organized and held at two of the most famous transgender cabarets in 
Thailand, both of which are located in Pattaya. Pattaya is a beach resort town in the neighboring province 
and is a 2-hour ride from Bangkok. The two contests are the Miss Alcazar contest and the Miss Tiffany’s 
Universe contest, both held on an annual basis, with the Alcazar cabaret holding its first contest in 1996 
and the Tiffany’s Show cabaret following suit 2 years later. To date, the Alcazar cabaret has held 9 contests 
(there was no contest in 2005) and the Tiffany’s Show has held 8 of them. These contests will be 
introduced with more details later in the paper. Much of the material contained in this paper is the result of 
3 months fieldwork in 2004. I draw my ethnographic data mainly from the Miss Alcazar 2004 contest and 
the Miss International Queen 2004 contest. Author’s fieldwork notes, April 2004 
6
 I have chosen to use this more generic term to refer to any female to male transvestite/ 
transsexual/transgender in this paper. Although the term kathoey was used to describe people who fell 
outside of the gender normativity of being male and female, the term has evolved to refer to mainly 
effeminate males or males with transgender tendencies.  
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land of beautiful women and more recently, of beautiful transgender kathoey. As Peter 
Jackson observes, the kathoey has become “one of the international icons of Thailand”. 7 
To understand further the processes that impact upon the gender identity of kathoey, it is 
essential to examine the ways in which kathoey interpret, appropriate and reconfigure 
societal expectations and influences. One of the aims of my thesis is to highlight the 
importance of beauty contests, not just as “anti-pageants” that challenge gender norms, 
but as means to consolidate a transsexual identity. However, it can also be shown that 
beauty contests are both sites of empowerment and subjugation. While kathoey 
contestants retain a sense of agency in participating in a transsexual beauty contest, they 
are also circumscribed to performative rules and expectations. 
 In the following sections, I will explore the contexts in which transsexual beauty 
contests had been born in and the resulting expectations that have been levied on their 
role in making the modern Thai kathoey an international representation of Thai culture. 
This has to be framed within a larger context involving history, modernization, 
westernization, state ideology, urbanization, capitalism and globalization. Peter Jackson 
has shown, in his detailed study of the bio-history of Thailand’s homosexual and 
transsexual culture, that the proliferation of transgender, transsexual and same-sex 
identity categories had occurred during the later decades of the twentieth century and I 
will explore the shifts in the images of Thailand, a result of the state’s engagement with 
the West and the consequential impacts on the proliferation of transgender visibility and 
the institutionalization of a new transgender/transsexual (kathoey) identity that is based 
on feminine beauty. 
                                                 
7
 Peter Jackson (2003) “Performative Genders, Perverse Desires: A Bio-History of Thailand’s Same-Sex 
and Transgender Cultures”, Intersections: Gender, History and Culture in the Asian Context, Issue 9. p.17 
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Thailand Today – “Amazing Thailand”, “Land of Smiles” and “Brothel of the East” 
 “Amazing Thailand” and the “Land of Smiles”. Labels these may be, but they 
highlight an important trend of nation-building centered upon images constructed to lure 
the foreign tourist. Attraction to Thailand is more often than not aesthetic. Thailand’s 
fascination of feminine beauty has not been coincidental. In fact, it is a result of the 
constant negotiation between the Thai state and an orientalizing West, and a relatively 
new nation-building strategy with the aims of introducing Thailand as “exotic, yet 
modern, civilized and democratic” to the rest of the world.  
In recent discourses about Thailand, whether produced by Western observers or 
by the Thais themselves, Thai identity has been produced in highly gendered and 
sexualized images. This is largely influenced by what Cook and Jackson term as “the 
sexualized gaze of the orientalizing West”.8 Thailand has come to be recognized 
internationally in terms of its highly sexualized images, with a disproportionate amount 
of attention given to its sex industry and the AIDS epidemic in the 1980s and 90s. The 
image of a “brothel of the East” and of relative freedom and diversity in sexuality 
remains till today, despite attempts by the Thai government in the last few years to 
reconstruct Thailand’s image as one of beauty rather than sexuality. 
The eagerness to construct a beautiful Thailand has never been more intense. The 
Thai state plays an active role in the construction of this model of beauty and the pursuit 
of an orientalizing non-Thai consumer. Thai culture here can be said to have been 
commodified and packaged for tourist consumption. The image of an “exotic beauty” is 
                                                 
8
 Cook Nerida M., Jackson Peter A. eds. (1999), Genders and Sexuality in Modern Thailand, Silkworm 
Books, Thailand, p.1 
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thus produced through the stereotyping and mythicizing gaze of the West. It is within 
these self-orientalist fantasies that images of beauty and sexuality emerge. 
Thailand’s beauty contests are not only sites of gender negotiation, but also sites 
for global processes such as tourism and nationalism9, and also spaces to emphasize and 
construct an image of “exotic” Thai beauty to the rest of world. It is what Esterik terms as 
‘prime time politics”10, where Thailand is actively promoted to both non-Thai and Thai 
audiences. Much of the beauty and exotica of the “Old Siam” can be captured in 
performances today. The attributes of gentleness, grace, composure and beauty are 
essential in portraying the “Thai-ness” of women. Ironically, Western looks and features, 
such as sharp facial features and fairness in skin colour, are idealized and localized into 
“Thai beauty”. These are important assets that beautiful, local women must exemplify 
and this is further exoticized by the appreciation and evaluation of feminine beauty that is 
said to be entrenched in Thai culture.11  
 
The historical, political and cultural contexts of Thailand’s beauty contests 
Thailand has the honour of being the only country that was not directly colonized 
by any European or Western powers in Southeast Asia. Thailand does not have those 
complicated, complex layers of Dutch and Islamic influences overlaying culture and 
gender theory as in Indonesia, nor does it have the layers of Christian missionizing and 
Spanish and American colonial effects on culture, beauty and gender theory as in the 
                                                 
9
 Esterik Penny V. (2000), Materializing Thailand, Berg, New York, p.203 
10
 Ibid., p.207 
11
 Ibid., pp. 142-43, 155 
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Philippines.12 Thailand could only borrow selectively for her own purposes – to magnify 
the essence of being Thai.13 
This was not to say that Siam (Thailand’s name until 1939) was not subjected to 
the effects of colonialism. In fact, one can say that it is the absence of a colonial 
discourse in Siam that shaped Thailand’s representations and nation-building process. 
Thailand’s nation-building process and nationalism has been one that is primarily driven 
to avoid direct colonialization rather than to experience it. In the later decades of the 
nineteenth century, the Siamese signed a series of unequal treaties with the Europeans 
and the Americans,14 in a bid to avoid being directly colonized like their neighbour 
Burma, which had come under British rule. However, part of these unequal trading 
treaties was the extraterritorial rights given to these Western powers, who saw Siamese 
law as “too barbaric”. This meant that Western legal systems dominated over the Siamese 
legal system and Westerners was not subjected to Siamese jurisdiction. It was stated that 
these extraterritorial privileges would only cease when traditional Siamese law was 
reformed to be “equally civilized” like those of these Western countries.15 
Because of the impending need to preserve her independence and abolish 
extraterritorial privileges given to these Western powers, Siam became acutely sensitive 
to the need to construct its national identity, culture and representations to appear as a 
modern, civilized and democratic state. Such responses from the Siamese meant that they 
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had to actively engage with the West, not in terms of absolute mimicry, but adoption of 
Western definitions of civilization. One may note on one’s trip to modern Thailand today, 
the country’s fascination for anything “farang”.16 This response to Western disparaging 
view of Siamese civility generated a mix of what Jackson terms as “mimetic 
representation and strategic counter-representation”17 which reformed Siamese gender 
definitions and representations. 
 
Thailand’s Active Engagement with the West 
 Thailand’s relations with the West can be said to be based upon both intimidation 
and admiration, with Thailand’s fear of Western encroachment and its constant 
admiration for Western civilization. This is best described by Thongchai Winichakul as 
“Thailand’s quest for Siwilai”18, “siwilai” as a transliteration from the English word 
“civilize”. As mentioned earlier, Thailand had to strategically adopt Western markers of 
civilization and this stance was not just a reaction towards the colonialist threat, but 
rather an attempt to reinforce Thailand’s superiority in comparison to its neighbours and 
the supreme power (and in this case, often said to be excellent foresight) of the monarchy. 
In order to retain its relative superiority as a regional power, Thailand had to maneuver 
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itself in a new world order, in which Europe had become the marker for all things 
civilized.19 
 The process of colonial transculturation could hardly be seen as a one-way 
imitation of Western knowledge and practices. In fact, colonialism, having made 
geographical, economical and political impacts in the region, induced a series of 
localization of Western knowledge and practices by local agencies, such as the Thai 
monarchy and elites, to suit their needs and interests. 
 One such example can be seen in the Franco-Siamese Crisis of 1893. The Thai 
monarchy’s reaction to Western power became a medium for the emergence of Thai 
consciousness for local and national identity. The Franco-Siamese crisis in 1893 could be 
said to be an important chapter in the history of Siam’s relations with Western powers 
because Siam’s independence had been imminently threatened and their stance in 
“Anglo-French diplomacy” had failed to stop Western encroachment. The crisis had 
erupted over territorial disputes in the French sphere of influence of Laos and Cambodia. 
The French had tried on several occasions to compel the Siamese into resolving the issue 
of territorial ambiguity, marked by a lack of mapping technology and the desire to have 
clear-cut boundaries before the Western powers arrived in the region. The incident not 
only sparked a wave of new-found nationalism, it brought about a new sense of what 
constitutes a state – boundaries. For the first time, Siam was forced to look at the world 
“through the eyes of the civilized West”, and to adopt their definition of sovereignty. The 
Kingdom could no longer be defined through the mandala, a realm or kingdom not 
bounded by territory but an extended body of divine kingship and personification of 
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sacred power.20 The significance of this “national identity” was the recognition that Siam 
had to look to the West and adopt their way of looking at national sovereignty in order to 
be considered as an “equal” by the British.21  
 This can be seen as the beginning of a new “reformative” phase, in a bid to claim 
what was considered Thai and what was considered “others”. The assumption of the geo-
body of Thailand prior to the crisis gave Thailand her sovereignty, and hence a 
subsequent “loss of territory” to the French. To preserve what was “Thai”, the Thai 
monarchs had to localize Western knowledge. This extended to the definition of gender 
markers in Thai society as well. 
 
The Orientalist Images of Old Siam 
 In contrast to the Thailand we know today, the first Western images of Siam did 
not expound on beauty. The first accounts of Siamese women did not highlight their 
femininity, but rather, they highlighted the masculinity that women exerted. The common 
description of Siamese men and women was one of feminine men and masculine women. 
Joost Schouten , Director of the Dutch East India Company in 1639 wrote of Siamese,  
 
 “They clothe themselves (both men and women) thin…both sexes wear 
 painted petticoats.”22 
 
 Such comments about the similarity in clothes and looks were often found in 
European literature and journals. However, in these early Western accounts the terms, 
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“transsexualism” and “transvestism”, which are new constructions, were not found. Nor 
was Siam represented as a country with excesses of unnatural sexuality and transvestism. 
Rather, the colonial image of gender Thailand then was one around the androgyny 
between the sexes. To the Europeans, the androgyny between sexes was a more direct 
indication of Siamese “barbarism” and “lack of civilization”.23 Comments about the lack 
of demarcation between the sexes and the uncanny similarity in clothes and roles and 
man and women were common. Herbert Warrington Smyth, a nineteenth century sailor 
and diarist wrote,  
 
 “In this country, where the respective spheres of action of the two sexes  
 are so differentiated, where women smoked cheroots and men guide the  
 plough, and were both are dressed alike, boy nurses have charge of the  
 small children as frequently as girls…” 24 
 
 J.G.D Campbell, a British school inspector who came to Siam as an education 
advisor to the Siamese government at the turn of the twentieth century wrote,  
 
 “No one can have been many days in Bangkok without being struck by the 
  robust physique and erect bearing of the ordinary women. It is by no means  
 uncommon at first for a stranger, till quite close to them, to mistake them for  
 men, the similarity of their dress and their short-cropped hair lending themselves  
 to this deception. They do far more than their fair share of physical work… 
 [T]he average Siamese woman is often the better half of her husband.”25 
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 Suwadee Patana’s study of the history of Siamese fashion noted that there was a 
direct inference to the level of “civilization” through gender differentiation in nineteen 
century Siam,  
 
 “At the same time as this expansion in international trade, there grew in  
 Bangkok community of Westerners which included diplomats, businessmen  
 and missionaries. Of these, the missionaries were the most active agents of  
 Western civilization, due to their concern about the linking of Western  
 civilization with Christianity. In respect to women, Victorian cultural attitudes  
 were presented to Thai society as a symbol of Western civilization, and  
 moreover, as a symbol of Western superiority… In respect to dress,  
 Westerners felt uneasy with the traditional clothing of women. Normally,  
 women wore pha sabai and pha chongkaben. Both are rectangular pieces  
 of cloth. The former was worn across the chest and one side over the shoulder.  
 The latter was for the lower part of the body and was wrapped around the waist,  
 passed between the legs and tucked in at the back (looking somewhat like loose  
 trousers). This way in which Thai women dressed was very similar to the dress 
 of the Thai males – a concept abhorrent to Europeans of the time.”26 
 
 Such androgyny between the sexes and the lack of differentiation between men 
and women were indeed shocking to Europeans who have undergone some major 
changes in gender values during the Industrial Revolution, which saw a major 
demarcation between male and female roles.27 Penny Edwards, notes that these values 
also shaped their discernment about Southeast Asian society and culture,   
 
 “For the most part, European writings [on Southeast Asia] evinced horror  
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 at the sharing of similar hair and wear by male and female. Where both sexes  
 wore long hair –  as in Burmese and Vietnamese tradition – the men were  
 generally stereotyped as feminine in colonial reportage, which stressed their  
 smooth skin, hairless bodies, silken heads, and languid pose. By contrast, the  
 constant subtext and context of reportage in Cambodia was that the Khmer  
 women looked masculine, and nowhere more so in their hair. Such similarities  
 in gender were marked as a lack of advance, or as a mark of a ‘young’ race  
 against which western culture, with its marked gender differences, was held up  
 as a beacon of civilization.”28 
 
 Strangely enough, there were hardly any references to a third gender or kathoeys, 
a term believed to be present in Thailand then29, in any of these accounts. Richard 
Totman suggested that the kathoey may not have enjoyed high status or exposure in Thai 
society and the limited contact that European dignitaries had with the general populace 
meant that contact with kathoeys may have been eluded.30 This coupled with the 
ambiguity of gender and lack of gender differentiation in Siam could have made it 
difficult for any outsiders to identify the kathoey without knowing them on a more 
personal level. Some Europeans who came to Southeast Asia and took up residence in 
their host countries came into contact with the native peoples more easily and could have 
detected the nuances of a more ambiguous gender in society. W.A.R Wood, who was 
British Consul in Chiang Mai noted,  
 
“In Siam, especially in the north, there are a certain number of men 
who habitually wear female clothing. It does not seem to be thought 
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that there is anything morally wrong about this, and so far as I have 
been able to make out, these Pu-Mias (men-women), as they are called, 
really possess, as a rule, no moral eccentricities. Physically also, I am 
told, there is nothing unusual about them. They prefer to dress as 
women and that is all there is to say about it.”31 
 
 This rather accepting attitude among the Thais towards gender fluidity contrasted 
severely with the rigid gender norms and definitions in Britain or other European 
countries. However, the demeaning picture that Europeans had painted of Siam spurred 
the Siamese government to adopt several measures to reverse the misperceptions of 
Siamese “barbarism” and nip any colonialist tendencies in the bud. 
 
The Invention of a new image for Siam/Thailand 
 In response to critiques of Siam’s barbarism and lack of civilization indicated by 
the absence of gender markers, the Thai state took on a highly interventionist stance to 
legally enforce the re-gendering of the population.32 The response was not direct mimicry 
but was highly strategic and specific. The Siamese government focused on moving public 
representations of eroticism and sexuality into the private sphere.33 This meant that the 
public image that the Siamese government wanted to portray was a direct concern, but 
private sexual acts and sexuality were not subjected to any forms of repression. The 
strategy was simple: to eliminate public representations of “uncivilized” heterosexual 
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relations, to fully clothe the population to remove any public display of eroticism and to 
differentiate the genders through appropriate clothing.34 
 This was to say that Thailand did not have any forms of gender markers before 
this or that Thailand enjoyed absolute gender equality.35 In fact, like all other Southeast 
Asian countries during this pre-modernization period, gender was clearly marked in 
society and masculine and feminine behavior was clearly distinguished. However, this 
distinction was rarely realized in clothing and fashion. This contrasted sharply with 
European/Western culture, in which the genders were dressed in clothing pervasively 
distinct on a binary scale from each other. This resulted in the misperception of gender 
androgyny and the images of masculine women and feminine men. 
 The Thai state exercised its agency to challenge such Western discourse by 
localizing the Western dress and clothing. King Vajiravudh (1910-1925), having been 
educated in England, realized that there was an impediment need to introduce “proper” 
clothing for both men and women to raise the status of women in the country.36 He went 
on to ban polygamy, gave women access to education and more freedom to socialize with 
men on equal terms. More significantly, he introduced the Thai skirt-like phaasin, 
Western dresses and encouraged women to keep their hair long.37  
 After the collapse of absolute monarchy and the establishment of a constitutional 
government in 1939, the first Prime Minister of Thailand (Siam’s new ‘modern’ name), 
Phibun Songkhram forcefully imposed modern concepts of state and national identity on 
Thai society. It was during this period that culture became highly politicized and the 
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Phibun-led Thai state set out to deliberately construct a new Thai culture. He decreed that 
women had to wear hats and stockings in public, unisex clothing such as the chong-
kraben was banned, men were to wear shirts and trousers while women had to wear 
blouses and skirts.38 
 Phibun’s re-gendering stance went beyond clothing rules. He also implemented 
rules to assign masculine or feminine gender to given names. Before World War Two, 
Thai names were more or less genderless, lacking any indication if a person was male or 
female. Phibun, who saw such lack of gender specificity and inadequacy of gender titles 
as a lack of “civilization”, set up a working committee which assigned gender to given 
names. The policy was introduced and decreed in 1941 and the state began encouraging 
parents to choose “appropriate” names for their children.39 This policy was largely 
successful and given names are now usually indicative of one’s gender, while the still 
widely-used nicknames remain typically genderless.40 The Thai language, at this time, 
also began to take on gendered pronouns of “phom” for men and “dichan / chan” for 
women, and gendered polite particles of “khrap” for men and “kha” for women.41 
Although not decreed by the Thai state, this linguistic change reflected a cultural change 
in Thai society that was prompted by the implementation of gender markers such as 
clothing and names. 
 Beauty contests served as the perfect channel for Phibun to continue his nation-
building and political strategy because they provided a setting to display New Western 
fashion and mannerisms that he wanted Thai women to adopt. Beauty contests were 
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easily accessible by the masses – through the media and they no doubt provided a visual 
reinforcement to the new definitions of gender markers in Thailand. 
 
Thai Beauty Contests and the Emergence of the Kathoey 
 Beauty contests and gender representations emerged from the complexities of 
such needs and contexts. Changes to clothing and representations of gender and sexuality 
had begun to take place and beauty contests became important avenues for the state to 
propagate their newly constructed Thai culture and identity. The first national beauty 
contest in Thailand, Miss Siam, was held in 1934. This was later changed to become Miss 
Thailand in 1939.42 National beauty contests became new state rituals and began to 
receive substantial attention and support from the state. International and local beauty 
contests were encouraged by the Tourism Association of Thailand (TAT), in the name of 
tourism promotion. Local agencies and newspapers began using these images to promote 
Thai culture. Beauty contests became effective ways to display how to wear Western and 
Thai clothing properly.43 Women became embodiments of Thai culture and state 
propaganda. They adopted the Western dress, hats, make-up, hairstyles and these 
representations became commonly displayed in beauty contests. Beauty contests became 
a gendered performance where feminine beauty (versus masculinity) was emphasized, 
together with a new cultural identity of being a modern Thai. Representations of women 
were not based on their status or abilities but on their appearances now. 
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 By 1964, beauty contests had evolved into effective advertisements of Thai 
culture44 and modernity. Miss Thailand became a commercial enterprise with aims to 
introduce Thailand to the rest of the world. The Miss Universe criterion of beauty for face, 
figure and posture was adopted in Thailand in 1964. The feminist movement in the 1970s 
and the student uprising in 1973 led to a temporary suspension of national beauty contests. 
The Thai feminist movement successfully argued that beauty contests brought too much 
focus on appearances and commodified women’s bodies. Beauty contests were then 
temporarily suspended, but not for long. They reappeared and were re-established in the 
1980s (the first national beauty contest to be held after this temporary suspension was in 
1984) with the growth and development of tourism.45 Beauty contests became avenues 
through which self-orientalized images of Thai feminine beauty and modernity could be 
promoted. Women and feminine beauty became rhetoric of Thai culture, which has been 
reconstructed during the modernization period. The Thai government began using women 
and the image of Thai exotica to promote Thai products and places to the rest of the 
world. It was a “Thailand” on sale, sold to the rest of the world as an enchanting exotic 
place and culture and the “Orient’s most fabled country”46. Thus, Thai beauty contests 
were part of a nation-building strategy as it combined efforts to reconstruct a Thai 
identity and culture based on new-found feminine beauty, promote and authenticate it, 
while at the same time, appear to the rest of the world as modern, civilized and essentially, 
Western. 
 The establishment of an industry based on the newly constructed ideals of Thai 
culture and femininity forcefully pried away the gender androgyny that had kept the 
                                                 
44
 Ibid., p.141 
45
 Ibid., p.142 
46
 From the Miss Universe 1992 Press release. Ibid., p.142 
 35 
kathoey out of sight. The kathoey who had been able to elude public scrutiny now became 
awkwardly prominent in Thai society. The sustained and legally enforced gender 
demarcations brought about by a highly interventionist state resulted in the 
transsexual/transvestite becoming visible in society.   
These kathoeys, with perhaps “male” names, and who were supposed to wear 
“shirts and trousers” now found themselves cross-dressing and wearing women’s clothes 
instead. The invisibility that gender androgyny had given them had disappeared. Now, 
their attempts at transgressing newly-defined gender categories made them visible in 
society. However, the focus on representations of Thai culture and civilization in the 
public sphere had effectively rendered sexuality and sexual acts in the private individual 
domain and transsexuality was rarely subjected to regimes of state power.47 This was not 
to say that the kathoey did not experience any form of anti-kathoey suppression from the 
Thai state. By the 1960s and 70s, the kathoey was receiving substantial amount of 
attention, especially from the press which started publishing sensational stories. This 
somewhat newly-discovered gender transgression act began to appear even more jarring 
with the development of tourism, when non-Thais began to see this as part of Thai 
culture.48 The state, in realization that transsexuality was beginning to spill over from the 
private sphere to the public sphere, made ineffectual attempts to control and suppress 
transsexual behavior. As a result of this delayed reaction from the state, the kathoey were 
able to escape from homophobic repercussions from being visible and this also gave them 
space to perform their cross-dressing. The state’s attempts to minimize the kathoey’s 
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visibility in society continue even up till today,49 but such state efforts remain largely 
futile.  
 The priority of surface appearances over private sexual practices and the political 
(now also economical) importance of aesthetics based on feminine beauty meant that the 
kathoey were subjected to the same performative norms as women – to perform feminine 
beauty to good effect. The increasing tolerance, if not acceptance, of kathoeys in Thailand, 
is derived from the skills of performing, imitating and enacting this new feminine beauty 
successfully. The stereotyped image of Thailand has changed radically from one of 
gender androgyny and uniform masculine ugliness to one of feminine beauty. Kathoeys 
have become modern purveyors of the same feminine beauty and their ability to 
transform themselves and imitate this ideal femininity has gained them social and public 
space and helped them cement a new kathoey identity. Just as Thailand found a vehicle in 
beauty contests to consolidate this new national and cultural identity, kathoeys too found 
a vehicle in transsexual beauty contests, fuelled by tourism development, for 
consolidating a new kathoey identity based on feminine beauty. 
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Transsexual beauty contests 
 Transsexual beauty contests began receiving substantial attention when the first 
national transsexual beauty contest was organized by Alcazar Co., a cabaret theatre that 
featured nightly transsexual shows for tourists and locals. Alcazar Co., a tourism 
establishment, had unconsciously propelled the kathoey into full public view when they 
organized the first Miss Alcazar contest in 1995. Tiffany Show Co., a rival establishment 
kicked off their first transsexual beauty contest 2 years after Alcazar did, in 1997. By this 
time, both establishments have earned themselves a reputation as one of the most highly-
visited and talked-about tourist destinations, right in the heart of Pattaya, a tourism town 
south of Thailand, through their highly elaborate transsexual cabaret shows. Before this, 
these cabaret shows were seen to be by-products of tourism, a form of entertainment and 
perhaps a means of living for kathoeys. This changed when transsexual beauty contests 
began happening on a national scale. This newly constructed kathoey identity, though 
performed daily in cabaret shows, began to be consolidated on a highly visible and 
legitimate stage. 
 State ideology is an important site for examination because it actively promotes 
the idea of a national identity and image that is newly based on feminine beauty. 
Transsexual beauty contests have by and large adopted and incorporated preferences for 
feminine beauty and constantly model themselves after other mainstream beauty contests 
held in the country. With the radicalization of gender norms and definitions, the effecting 
of gender differentiation and the performance of feminine beauty, as opposed to gender 
ambiguity before, was adopted and the sexes were now distinguished in opposite of each 
other on a bipolar scale. Masculinity and femininity also became physical attributes that 
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could be performed and consumed. The men wore the shirt and pants and had short hair, 
while the women wore skirts and long hair. It was then that transsexuality – the act of 
transgression of gender boundaries – became an apparent behavior. This however, does 
not entail that transsexual behavior was a new phenomenon. What is new is the evolution 
of this behavior into an identity50 – a kathoey identity that was based on transformations 
and the performative force of ritually repeated gendered acts. 
 According to Judith Butler, performativity theory “proposes that the ritualized 
repetition of behaviors or discursive acts labeled feminine and masculine, respectively, 
produces the perception both in the actor and observers of a feminine or masculine 
gendered subjectivity.”51 Thus, a change in the character of performative rituals of gender 
will lead to a change in gender subjectivity as well. The act of performing feminine 
beauty and the inherent transgression of gender boundaries meant that the kathoey 
subjectivity is changing and slowly ritualized. The kathoey identity could be said to have 
emerged from Siam’s “civilizing” regime of gender power.  
 Thai transsexual beauty contests have become ritualized performances of 
femininity for the kathoey. In transsexual beauty contests, not only do contestants have to 
replicate femininity, they also have to transform their masculinity to femininity 
successfully. Any indications of the failure to do so, such as having a masculine body 
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structure or doing an over-the-top catwalk, would destroy any chances of winning the 
crown.52 In doing so, they are reinforcing and espousing the hegemonic ideology of the 
masculine-feminine dichotomy, which limits the spaces in which they can challenge such 
gender normativity. These contestants are not only mediating an Western-derived notion 
of glamour and beauty but this mediation is often routed through an approximation or 
localization of Western models of ideal femininity. 
 
The kathoey today – the institutionalization of a new identity 
 As Thailand moved towards a market-oriented economy, more attention was 
given to the new images of feminine beauty. This cultural fascination with feminine 
beauty can be easily understood, given the large amount of state intervention in 
producing such images of “civility” in Thailand. Masculinity had not undergone a 
reconstruction, compared to femininity, which has come to symbolize Thailand’s civility 
and modernity. 
 The construction of this feminine beauty was not grounded in traditional Thai 
femininity, but was construed through the adoption of Western criterion of feminine 
beauty. Indeed, there is an impelling need to adopt a Western appearance to display 
Thailand’s modernity. On the other hand, there is also a sub-conscious desire to retain 
and reconstruct what is known as local, authentic exotica. The desire to retain the agency 
in the creation of a “self-orientalized” and internalized representational image of 
Thailand, based on feminine beauty, is prevalent. This self-exoticized form of femininity 
thus, can be read as beautiful in Western norms, yet remaining local, authentic and 
“oriental”.  
                                                 
52
 Author’s fieldwork notes, (April 2004) 
 40 
 Thai transsexual beauty contests began as a pure commercial enterprise. When 
Alcazar Co. and Tiffany Show Co. introduced their first beauty contests, neither had the 
agenda of radicalizing the exact basis of kathoey identity. The transsexual beauty contests 
were merely an extension of a business propped up by the tourism industry, one which 
engaged the kathoeys in ritualized performances of feminine beauty. Just like mainstream 
beauty contests, transsexual beauty contests eventually became a legitimized and 
effective stage for the performance of feminine beauty and gender transgression. The 
belief in the role of tourism in this establishment constructed a façade that conveniently 
disguised the nuances of identity construction and the transformation of a mere business 
model into a central means of symbolizing and expressing kathoey identity in 
contemporary Thai society. It is also through this stage that the participants, the kathoeys 
themselves make meanings of a new identity and a new public space. As transsexual 
beauty contests became increasingly profiled both within and without Thailand, it is no 
longer just about making money in the cabaret shows or winning prizes in a beauty 
contest, but rather, making sense of a new avenue to perform an identity. 
 Transsexual beauty contests have inevitably become a key means for kathoeys to 
gain acceptance in society. The ability to subvert masculinity and portray Thai feminine 
beauty has made the existence of kathoeys justifiable in Thai society. It has become a 
passport for social mobility, for fame and means of living and for affirmation of the 
kathoeys’ own sense of identity. There is a sense of agency and beauty contests become 
sites of empowerment for kathoeys. However, it is also through the same institution of 
transsexual beauty contests that new and rigid forms of physical beauty and gender 
behaviors are imposed on them. As they struggle to adopt these new impositions and to 
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make sense of a new kathoey identity, excesses occur. The success of a beauty contest, 
and hence its participants, hinges upon the ability to transgress gender boundaries. The 
desire for sex change is assumed of these participants, when in real life, it may not be the 
case. When kathoeys realize that they can never be recognized as real women, but rather 
as hybrids of masculinity and femininity, slippages occur and power becomes ambivalent. 
In the larger context of Thai society, such acts of transgressions can be seen as symbols 
of “democracy” or more specifically gender liberty. This, however, has a “self-
victimizing” effect because by performing “liberty”, it is also an acknowledgement that 
the subaltern cultures of gender are still oppressed and discriminated against in society. 
What then do we make of this new kathoey identity? 
 In the next chapter, I shall introduce two national transsexual beauty contests, 
which have not only shaped this new identity of a Thai kathoey in the twentieth century, 
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The Beauty Contests – Miss Alcazar 2004 and Miss International Queen 2004 
 In this section, I introduce the two transsexual beauty contests (prakuad nang-
ngam praphet sorng) from which I draw my ethnographic data 53 – the Miss Alcazar 
2004 and the Miss International Queen 2004, which were held at the Alcazar Co. and 
Tiffany’s Show Co. cabarets respectively. The Miss Alcazar beauty contest is an annual 
nation-wide event usually held during the Songkran festival54 period. The contest would 
span over 5 days, including 4 days of preliminaries and the final contest itself. The 
contest would see a congregation of over 60 contestants from all over the country, vying 
for the coveted crown. In year 2004, Miss Pakaporn Poakpat (Norng Ann), a 25-year old 
university student, won the title of the Miss Alcazar. 
 The Miss International Queen 2004 was an international transsexual pageant held 
in Pattaya for the first time in 2004. This contest, which occurred 6 months after 
Tiffany’s own national beauty contest, Miss Tiffany’s Universe, was participated by 24 
contestants from various countries. Prior to last year’s Miss International Queen contest, 
Tiffany had on three occasions, sent their winner and representative to the Miss Queen of 
the Universe contest, which is an international transsexual beauty contest held annually in 
Los Angeles. On all three occasions, the Thai kathoey won and brought home the crown  
and they were celebrated widely as successful icons of Thai beauty and culture. 
Contestants in the Miss International Queen 2004, mostly came from Asian countries, 
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decision to hold the beauty contests during that time of the year. 
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such as Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, the Philippines, Laos, Japan, Korea, Taiwan and 
even as far as France and Germany. There was no limit on the number of contestants 
from each country but Thailand’s only representative was Treechada Petcharat (Norng 
Pooi), Miss Tiffany’s Universe 2004. Not surprisingly, Thailand, a country that has come 
to be known for its beautiful transsexuals, had its representative winning the crown. 
 
The Anatomy of Thai Transsexual Beauty Contests and The performance of 
femininity 
 One of the most crucial aspects of the contests is the contestants’ ability to 
perform femininity. Although a question-and-answer session has been incorporated into 
the contest 55 the primary benchmark for a kathoey’s success is the appropriate and 
effectual replication of femininity. This meant that kathoey contestants have to transform 
themselves through the subversion of masculinity and the emulation of ideal femininity.  
As Sky News reported on the Miss International Queen contest,  
 
 “It was as traditional as any female contest – they all paraded in evening  
 wear and skimpy bikinis before going on to answer questions about their  
 hopes and aspirations.” 56  
 
 In both the Miss Alcazar and Miss International Queen contests, a key component 
that determines each contestant’s standing is  the swimsuit segment. Similar to 
mainstream beauty contests, this segment is often the first segment presented to the 
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( 9th November 2005) 
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audience. Each contestant religiously traces the perfect figure eight, while soft music 
plays in the background and a voice-over of the master-of-ceremonies reads the 
biography of the contestant. This coordination between step and voice produces a 
homogenized and seamless display of transsexuals all parading down a runway and 
judges are then asked to evaluate each contestant based on this meticulously executed 
routine.  
 These initial emulations of femininity are reinforced by the ritualized and 
repetitive physical performances of femininity. Contestants have to show discipline in 
retaining and maintaining a feminine body (such as not developing biceps) which they 
show off in the swimsuit segment. For Evarista Thirawat, one of the judges in the 
preliminary contests, the discipline shown in the maintenance of a feminine body is a 
clear indicator of contestants’ desires to be females. 
  
 “Contestants need to have a good figure – the shoulders and hips should be 
 in proportion of each other, just like a woman. Those (contestants) with broad  
 shoulders will be at an disadvantage because no matter how they dress or put  
 on make-up, they will still look masculine. Mai suay (not beautiful).” 57 
  
 The swimsuit segment can be said to be the most damaging moment for any 
contestant in the contest. At the Miss Alcazar contest, the swimsuit segment is the 
opening act and often determines the top 30 contestants from an initial round of 63 
participants, who would enter into the next round of competition. The second round of 
the competition is another swimsuit parade –  televised live on national television.  Norng 
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Ann, winner of Miss Alcazar 2004, felt shy about parading in front of an audience, but 
saw it as an opportunity to show off her capabilities of being feminine. 
 
 “I feel shy about parading around in a swimsuit, but I think it is important  
 for all kathoeys. This is necessary for us to perform our abilities (khwam samart).  
 I feel that I can be myself (pen tua eng dai) and I feel like a real woman  
 when I am doing it (pen phuu ying cing cing).” 58 
  
 The swimsuit segment in mainstream beauty contests has always come under fire 
from critiques. Feminists, for decades, have been arguing that the swimsuit segment 
should be removed from beauty contests, as it not only commodifies women’s bodies, but 
also gives a highly sexual charge to beauty contests, which often prefer to focus on 
“brains not beauty”. The parade of bodies and the visual assessment of the female body 
proportions are deemed to be discriminating for women. However, swimsuit segments 
stubbornly remain part of the core structure of any respectable beauty contests today, and 
women, being more conscious than ever about their figure, continue to parade them in 
swimsuits. Although transsexual beauty contests such as the Miss Alcazar contest is a 
mimicry of mainstream beauty contests, there are strict censorship rules for the swimsuit 
parade on national television. The focus is supposedly to showcase femininity and not 
eroticism. Thus, two-piece bikinis that exposed the thighs are not allowed. Instead, 
Alcazar provides its contestants with a standard one-piece swimsuit suit, with a skirting 
around the hips. The swimsuit parade is the easiest by far and large to gauge a 
contestant’s physical outlook.  
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 The swimsuit segment is not just a performance but also a spectacle – a spectacle 
of “femininity” on display. During the swimsuit segment, contestants are not required to 
speak. Contestants are usually required to walk a short figure eight while the master of 
ceremonies read out the names, age, occupation and statistics. This was sometimes 
followed by a live feed from the computer to the camera showing the contestants’ scores 
in this segment. The timing of all these has to be well-coordinated such that the 
contestant does not stay on stage longer than required. During the Miss Alcazar contest, 
the computer had some problems and lagged in showing the numerical scores for a 
contestant. The contestant was forced to remain frozen on stage until the computer 
flashed the scores up. After the contest, she was overheard complaining to her personal 
assistant and another contestant that the delay on stage had ruined her chances of winning. 
This is seemingly odd – why would remaining on stage and receiving more “airtime” 
than other contestants decrease the chances of winning? Unfortunately for this contestant, 
the amount of time spent on stage not moving or speaking is too long and silenced her. 
This served to objectify and silence the female subject and works against the pageant’s 
emphasis on agency and empowerment to the contestants.59 It is clearly crucial that the 
contestant performs the discipline of femininity by executing her movements with 
precision, staying on stage just long enough for the judges to catch a good glimpse of her 
but never too long to become “objectified”. Norng Tern, first runner-up in the Miss 
Alcazar contest, explained her strategy after the contest. 
 
 “ It is very important to know how to look good in front of the judges. There  
 must be a certain modesty that you have to display. You have to look confident  
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 This will be further elaborated in the next chapter. 
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 but not arrogant. Doing a wai (a traditional bow) is also important as you are  
 thanking the judges for looking at your performance. The timing is very important.  
 You cannot stay there too long or you will look like a fool (duu ngor maak)  
 and the performance will be ower (a transliteration of the English term 
 “over”, meaning exaggerated).” 60 
 
 Hence the swimsuit competition is only successful if timed well to display the 
feminine beauty without dwelling too much on it that the “silence” of the contestants 
become apparent. Any overemphasis or excessive overt display of feminine beauty would 
only lead to “objectification” without feminine subjectivity, which is not a desired 
expectation or consequence. The successful execution of a highly-rehearsed routine 
hinges upon the physical discipline of maintaining a feminine body and posture and the 
ability to time one’s performance of femininity well enough in order not to “over-
perform”. 
 In my observations of both beauty contests at Alcazar and Tiffany, there was great 
emphasis on presentation – the way contestants carried themselves on stage. At Tiffany, 
it was 3 days of intensive rehearsals that saw contestants practice cat-walking, posing and 
public speaking. The common criticism that choreographers had towards contestants was 
that they were too “rigid” (khaeng). At Alcazar, Phii Ooi, public relations manager of the 
Miss Alcazar contest, was always there to remind contestants during rehearsals they had 
to be more “coy” and “gentle”(orn).61 When Norng Pooi was rehearsing for the Miss 
International Queen contest, she was told off by her managers when she said a greeting62 
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 Since the Miss International Queen contest was held in Pattaya, Norng Pooi was arranged to be the first 
to come on stage and give an opening greeting of “My name is Treechada Petcharat. Welcome to 
Thailand”. When she first said this, she stressed on the word “Thailand” too much and her voice sounded 
very pretentious. She was promptly told off by her managers.  
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too loud and sounded pretentious. Her managers jumped at this and told her immediately 
that she has to speak more “gently and coyly” to suit her poise of femininity.63 
 In all the contests I attended, especially the Miss Tiffany’s Universe 2004 contest, 
there were a few contestants who invariably drew sniggles and laughs from the audience. 
These were the contestants who were seen as “trying too hard”, so much so that they 
looked pretentious and “fake”. These contestants had put on too much make-up, wore 
over-the-top gowns and cat-walked in an exaggerated manner. The give-away was often 
the massive swaying of hips, exaggerated postures or breasts (implants or paddings 
likewise) that were not proportional to their height and hips. The audience’s reactions 
were to wolf-whistle, laugh and cheer loudly, as if in encouragement of their “bravery” in 
participating in the contest and in appreciation of the “entertainment and amusement” 
amidst the glamour. The judges and organizers, however, shook their heads in a non-
approval manner. Without a doubt, none of these contestants entered into the next round 
of the competition.64  
 The focus of the Alcazar transsexual beauty contest is on displaying appropriate 
femininity and not an exaggerated display of femininity. Contestants have to cat-walk 
and smile in a gentle, coy yet confident manner, similar to those in other mainstream 
beauty contests. The most important thing is to look natural, as if a kathoey was born with 
natural femininity and does not have to try too hard to become a beautiful woman. As the 
saying goes, the transsexual beauty queen would often look more beautiful and feminine 
than Miss Universe Thailand (nang sao thai). Phii Ooi, when asked about the criteria for 
winning the Miss Alcazar contest reiterated this,  
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 “s/he has to be a real woman (torng pen phuu ying cing cing). S/he has to  
 look like a woman, sound like a woman, walk like a woman, and be even  
 more feminine than a real woman ( torng duu meuan phuu ying, siang meuan  
 phuu ying, dern meuan phuu ying, torng pen phuu ying maak kwaa phuu ying  
 thae thae).” 65 
 
 The swimsuit put the first and foremost “asset” of the contestants up for scrutiny, 
that is, their breast implants. Although not compulsory, contestants who have not gone 
for breast implants often suffer a disadvantage when compared to other contestants who 
have had breast implants. Phii Ooi , was overheard comforting a sixteen year old 
contestant who lost out after the second round:  
 
 “Don’t be too disappointed (mai torng noi cai maak). Go and have breast  
 implants first, make yourself more ready and join again next year.  
 (pai tham nom korn, laew tham  hai prom, pii nar hai long mar mai)”66 
 
 Breast implants rank the highest in priority scale for most kathoeys when it comes 
to cosmetic surgery. In the display of a feminine body, contestants who have yet to 
undergo breast surgery are deemed as not being able to display a feminine figure. Some 
of the contestants often make use of any opportunity to flaunt their femininity by wearing 
costumes that emphasized their breasts implants.  
 Gia Tamalas, a Singapore contestant in the Miss International Queen contest, felt 
that she was discriminated and placed at great disadvantage during the swimsuit segment 
                                                 
65
 Author’s fieldwork notes, (29 March 2004) 
66
 Author’s fieldwork notes, (9 April 2004) 
 
 51 
because she “didn’t have breasts”. After the costume designer singled her out as being 
“flat” amongst the contestants, she said,  
 
 “I think I’m on the losing end. I don’t have breasts, unlike most of the  
 other girls. I don’t want to go for breasts implants yet, but I won’t get breasts  
 if I just take hormones.”67 
 
 However, rules of the transsexual dictate that a contestant’s desire for a feminine 
body needs must not be loudly expressed. In fact, they should be silent about having such 
desires. Contestants are expected to see breasts transplants as a silent passageway to 
becoming a successful kathoey which should not be openly discussed on a public stage. 
During the Miss Tiffany Universe competition, one of the contestants was asked the 
following question during the question-and-answer segment – “If your friend told you 
that he was gay, what would be your first advice to him?” The contestant, caught off 
guard by the question, answered in a candid manner,  
 
 “To have breasts transplants (tham nom), because breasts implants are most  
 important things to a kathoey.”68 
 
 The bluntness of her answer did not register well with the audience or with the 
judges. It induced a series of laughter and giggles instead. The contestant, realizing her 
mistake, looked rather stunned and embarrassed on stage. Needless to say, she failed to 
enter into the next round of competition. Although contestants are expected to show the 
discipline and desires of attaining and maintaining a feminine body, through cosmetic 
surgery or otherwise, they are also expected to keep these desires silent as though it was 
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an inherent trait among “women of the second kind” (phuu ying sao praphet sorng) and 
not something which should be brought to public notice.  
 Other than breasts implant surgeries, contestants also undergo various cosmetic 
surgical procedures to enhance their feminine features. The widespread appreciation of 
“surface beauty” and exterior representations in Thai society have made cosmetic surgery 
a common means for kathoey to attain feminine features such as breasts, high-bridged 
noses, sharp chins and bigger hips. Miss Alcazar 1998, Phii Səu, reiterated the 
importance of cosmetic adjustments to facial and body facials that she saw as essential to 
her winning the contest. 
 
 “I joined the contest twice, once in 1997 and then again in 1998. I only got into  
 the final round in 1997. At the beginning, I was quite confident and thought I  
 would win, so I was taken by surprise when I didn’t. Phii Wai (Alcazar’s pageant 
 production manager) then came to tell me that I didn’t win because I didn’t have  
 the ‘look’ of a winner. After that, I thought about it and decided to go for some  
 cosmetic surgery on the face (tham naa). They were just minor changes, but I  
 managed to win the very next year, and I think the changes helped.”69 
 
 Needless to say, Səu was the epitome of Thai beauty. As mentioned in the last 
chapter, the Miss Universe criteria of beauty in terms of western/Caucasian facial 
features (example high-bridged noses and double eyelids), figure and posture were 
widely adopted in Thailand since 1964. This has translated into what is now universally 
recognized as feminine beauty, which encapsulates fair skin, high-bridged noses, sharp 
facial features and often, an hour-glass figure, though ideas of the hour-glass figures has 
seen changes over time. These symbols of beauty have been widely accepted and 
repeated in the representations of feminine beauty in Thailand and are equally prized in 
transsexual beauty contests. The fascination with “western” facial features has made the 
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luuk-khreung (children of mixed Thai and non-Thai parentage) popular and made their 
“Eurasian” look a much sought after one. Similarly the popularity of the Eurasian look is 
observed in other Southeast Asian and East Asian societies., such as the Mestizos in the 
Philippines and the Eurasians in Singapore. In 1998, Porntip (Pui) was crowned Miss 
Universe, elevating her status as a Thai beauty to an international stage. She was a “Thai-
born, California-raised cultural hybrid”, and possessed the advantage of having both 
Western and Asian facial features and it is believed that this advantage allowed her to 
successfully represent “Thai-ness”, yet be accepted on an international stage.70 This 
combination of both Western and Thai features displays Thailand’s modernity, yet retains 
what is known as “local, authentic exotica”. A national embodiment of Thai identity and 
culture had to be both modern and exotic simultaneously and would serve to authenticate 
a new beauty criterion based on feminine beauty. 
 In transsexual beauty contests, cosmetic surgical procedures are seen as “rites of 
passage” towards winning the crown. This does not mean that the incidence of such 
cosmetic surgeries is higher than that in other beauty contests. However, the social stigma 
of having artificially enhanced one’s beauty does not seem to apply to transsexual beauty 
contestants. Although contestants are expected not to voice their desires for cosmetic 
surgical procedures, most contestants are open about sharing inside information about 
these procedures, such as the names of popular surgeons and costs involved. Phii Ooi, 
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 “Of course they do it. (torng tham nae norn). It is natural for them because  
 they are transsexuals and is part of being kathoey (an nii kor pen sing thii  
 thamachaat khorng kathoey yuu laew). Some of them do it a lot (major  
 surgical procedures) while others are already beautiful so they do a little  
 here and there.”71 
 
 Gia, Singapore contestant in the Miss International Queen contest, having not 
undergone breasts enhancement procedures, has had minor cosmetic surgery done on her 
face. Her cosmetic surgeries may not have been major ones, but she believed that they 
made a significant difference to how she appeared as being feminine. She explained the 
procedures she had undergone,  
 
 “I have added silicon to some parts of my face to make it look more  
 oval-shaped and more feminine. (she pointed to her jaws and her chin.)  
 I want to add some here (pointing to her forehead).”  
 
 When asked if these were necessary as the changes were not obvious, she replied,  
 
 “Those people like us who know, can differentiate the changes. When  
 you see the ‘before’ and ‘after’ effects, then you will know that it is obvious.” 72 
 
 Arisha Rani, India’s representative and first runner-up in the Miss International 
Queen contest, admitted during a post-competition interview with reporters that she had 
her adam’s apple surgically filed down to enhance her feminine looks. In response to 
questions from the media, she indicated the importance of surface beauty to her,  
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 “I had no choice. I know that it gives me a lower voice and I cannot speak more 
 femininely, but my adam’s apple was too obvious and I really hated it. I just had  
 to get it removed. Now I feel a lot better and I think I look more like a real woman  
 now. To that, I think I can live with a lower-pitched voice because there are some  
 women with low voices like me.”73  
 
 Despite the prevalence of cosmetic surgical procedures that contestants go 
through in the process of attaining the crown, it would be inaccurate to conclude that 
contestants desire a total transgression of existing gender boundaries. There is great 
emphasis on surface representations in Thailand and this translates into transformations 
that are limited to surface reconstructions and cosmetic surgery. Sex-reassignment 
surgery (SRS), which results in a total transgression of gender boundaries, in comparison, 
is not as popular, nor seen as essential. In fact sex-reassignment surgery is one of the least 
important surgeries for contestants in transsexual beauty contests,  although they often 
express the desire to have one. Contestants need not have gone for SRS to join the contest 
and only a handful of contestants would have done so. Many of the contestants whom I 
spoke to had not undergone the surgery and had no intention of doing so in the future. 
Norng Ann, felt that it was not essential yet, though she does not write off the possibility 
of doing so some day if the need arises,  
 
 “I don’t think it is essential for me to go for the ‘cut’ yet. (yang mai campen torng)   
  Being kathoeys, we have ways to do it that it cannot be seen (duu ork mai dai).  
 But if one day I need to do it, then I will do it.” 74 
 
 During the preparations for the contests, personal assistants / nannies (phi liang) 
of the contestants were busy preparing the costumes for the contest and one essential 
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material for these preparations was the duct/cloth tape. This was used by contestants to 
hide their penises during the swimsuit segment when they wear bikini-style or other tight 
clothing. This method of taping the penis up is well-known and a commonly-used 
technique75. This measure also eliminated the need for SRS in order for contestants to 
look feminine.  
 Tactics used by contestants to achieve feminine attributes are not limited to the 
physical performance of femininity, but include other tactics such as the adoption of a 
feminine name or the use of feminine speech markers. Thus, Saknarin Malayaporn 
became Treechada Petcharat, Cristopher De Guzman (Philippines) became Ma Cristina 
Dandan, Munaji Bin Salamat (Singapore) became Gia Tamalas, Muzir Bin Abu Hassan 
(Malaysia) became Natasha and Jean-Luc Marina (France) became Sylvie. These stage 
names not only sound more appropriate, they also highlight the contestants’ desires to 
transgress normative gender boundaries and be known as women right from the early 
stages of the contest. Phii Ae, marketing and publicity manager for the Miss Alcazar 
contest, pointed out:  
 
 “It is normal and common [for the contestants] to use a different name. Nobody uses  
 their real name because their real names sound too masculine. They will choose a  
 feminine name, such as ‘ngamwong’.”76 
 
 As mentioned in the previous chapter, in a bid to “civilize” Thailand, Prime 
Minister Phibun Songkhram implemented rules to assign gender to names and in Thai 
language usage. Thai names and Thai language began to differentiate the genders. The 
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word ngamwong in Thai means “beauty and grace”, hence becoming one of the most 
commonly adopted names by contestants as it personifies femininity and beauty. The use 
of a feminine name not only emphasizes the contestants’ desires to be recognized as 
women, but also fits in with their overall feminine image and poise while parading on 
stage. 
 Contestants also had to use feminine pronouns and polite-markers in the Thai 
language77, such as “dichan” and “kha”. Under Phibun’s rule, the Thai language began to 
take on gendered pronouns of “phom” for men and “dichan / chan” for women, and 
gendered polite particles of “khrap” for men and “kha” for women. The use of these 
feminine pronouns and particles quickly becomes overt means to exhibit femininity. The 
cabaret also expects the winners of the transsexual contests to be able to “speak well” 
(phuut dii dii) 78, that is, to be able to use the feminine pronouns and particles to keep up 
with their feminine image when they later become spokespersons for the cabaret. 
Although contestants are not expected to be able to speak in a feminine voice, being able 
to do so would most definitely allow them to have an edge over other contestants. Paa 
Noi, director of sales at Alcazar, pointed out that Norng Tern was a real woman, after 
listening to her converse with another contestant. She said,  
 
 “this person is very pretty, really like a woman (khon nii suay, pen phuu  
 ying cing cing)”.79 
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 The possession of a higher-pitched feminine voice is not coincidental. Similar to 
the discipline in having achieved a perfectly feminine body figure, the possession of a 
feminine voice is also the result of disciplining one’s voice in the desire to cross 
normative gender boundaries. Many of the contestants who are able to maintain their 
feminine voice started taking hormones and getting hormonal injections at a very young 
age. Norng Tern started taking hormone pills when she was eleven years old.80 The early 
stage in which hormonal medicine is taken helps to prevent the male testosterone from 
developing. This not only halts the development of the adam’s apple, it also prevents 
voice changes that males undergo during puberty years. One might think that the early 
intake of hormonal pills is a dangerous step as children may not be sure of their 
transsexual inclinations at a young age, but during the contests, an early realization that 
one is not meant to be a man but a woman instead is deemed an important indicator of a 
kathoey’s identity and life. It is believed that if one is to realize one’s inclination to be a 
kathoey at such a young age, then one is destined to be born a kathoey – a man “born in 
the wrong body”. Hence, the physical attributes enhanced by hormones reiterate the 
femininity that a kathoey possesses since birth and her natural beauty is to be paraded on 
a public stage.   
 The focus of the judging process is on the contestants’ ability to subvert their 
masculinity and emulate femininity to good effect. Physical changes are largely limited to 
superficial enhancements of facial and body features. Western features, such as high-
bridged noses and fair skin are localized into an ideal form of femininity and are 
particularly prized. The kathoey identity and the beauty that kathoey are said to possess, 
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are thus defined, stereotyped and institutionalized through ritualized performances of 
femininity during transsexual beauty contests. What started out as pure commercial 
enterprises by cabaret clubs to pull in tourists, began engaging kathoeys in a highly 
disciplined routine of performing femininity, each step of which concretizing the outlook 
and definitions of kathoey identity..  
 Many of these contestants do not harbor ambitions to assert their new found 
kathoey identity publicly. The reasons they have for taking part in the transsexual beauty 
contests are usually simple and straightforward – that is, for social mobility, for fame, to 
get better jobs and to better their lives. There is a sense of agency for them that they can 
use beauty contests to reaffirm their identity, get acknowledgement as kathoey and to 
have a better life. Hence, as much as transsexual beauty pageants dictate the terms of 
universal femininity that need to be performed by the kathoey, transsexual beauty 
pageants are also sites of empowerment for kathoeys. In a way, the kathoey identity is 
institutionalized through transsexual beauty contests. The kathoey’s ability to cross 
normative gender boundaries through the performance of femininity, that draw on a 
combination of universally commodified and romanticized notions of authentic Thai 
notions of beauty, during which transsexual beauty pageants has become an essential part 
of kathoey identity and culture. This new notion of authentic Thai femininity had 
emerged from a mainstream beauty contest culture, which emphasized the adoption of 
Western features that displays Thailand’s modernity yet retains “local exotica” and the 





 In this chapter, I have introduced two transsexual beauty contests  – Miss Alcazar 
and Miss International Queen, the former a national contest and the latter an international 
one. Both had begun as commercial enterprises, primed by the development of tourism in 
Thailand and just like mainstream beauty contests, transsexual beauty contests began to 
become a recognized and legitimate stage for the performance of an “authentic exotica”, 
exemplified by feminine beauty. The performance of femininity is no easy task – 
contestants not only have the show the will and discipline in maintaining a feminine body 
shape, they also had to perform femininity through their poise and voice. Cosmetic 
surgery, which enhances superficial feminine features on their bodies, is an important 
tool as well. Most contestants also adopt a feminine name for the contest, which reiterates 
their ability to perform and mimic femininity. The ability to transgress the gender 
boundary in this manner has made transsexual beauty contests highly performative rituals 
for kathoeys to seek social mobility and to exhibit and reaffirm their kathoey identity.  
  In the next chapter, I shall explore the complexities of  agency and power 
amongst kathoey contestants as they participated in these transsexual beauty contests. 
Beauty contests are at once sites of empowerment and subjugation. In this chapter, I shall 
examine the various stakeholders in the beauty contests and how kathoeys struggle to 
adopt these new impositions of gender behaviors that would result in excesses occurring 
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Beauty and Power 
 We have seen how Thai culture and identity is exemplified through appearances 
and feminine beauty. To be Thai is to be beautiful, and often this new found Thai beauty 
is an approximation of the Western notion of ideal beauty and femininity. Superficial 
appearances are important and in the last chapter, I have examined how beauty can be 
divided into two kinds – “feminine beauty” which includes the carefully rehearsed 
performance of femininity on a public stage and “bought beauty” that is largely attained 
through external decorative pieces that accentuate femininity, such as clothes, make-up 
and in the case of transsexual beauty contests – cosmetic surgery. In both kinds, we 
observe the negotiation for an authentic local exoticness through the localization of a 
Western-dominant culture. Two transsexual beauty contests – Miss Alcazar and Miss 
International Queen continue to put these processes on a national and international stage 
respectively. Within these beauty contests, just as in mainstream beauty contests, 
contestants are required to perform a highly rehearsed routine of femininity, which is 
applauded and celebrated for its representation of a newly found Thai cultural identity. 
 Beauty, in this sense, becomes power, with one’s ability to transform and perform 
an ideal femininity and culture. Many beauty pageant contestants will experience a 
sudden elevation of social status after winning the crown because they have become an 
ideal, an embodiment of a national identity. It is a celebration not just of personal beauty 
but also a national beauty. In Thailand, beauty and appearances can override family 
connections, money and class.81 Beauty contest winners can transform overnight from 
village girls to a national emblems of beauty, loved by the whole nation. The emphasis on 
appearances often culminates into elaborate displays of wealth and pomp in many rituals 
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in Southeast Asia, including wedding celebrations, funerals and other religious 
activities82, and beauty contests have also become a display of modernity. Beauty, thus, is 
an embodiment not just of culture but also social power. 
 Such beauty is not important only for women but also for transsexuals. Fanella 
Cannell, in her analysis of the baklas in the Philippines,83 argued that the identity of the 
bakla is largely determined by their ability to transform into beautiful beings. Although 
the bakla is generally accommodated in Bicol, they are not always treated equally 
compared to others and they remain a minority subjected to shame and discrimination. 
However, in her observations, the baklas also define themselves as “a group of people 
whose vulnerability is balanced by their intense powers of attraction and seduction”. 
Their ability to transform themselves earns them respect for the femininity they display 
successfully. Since the baklas are recognized as masters of transformations, they also 
become mediators of beauty. Although this beauty may be artificial and superficial, the 
emphasis on surface appearances makes this point irrelevant. Many transsexuals undergo 
cosmetic surgery to attain “ideal” features. Clothes, make-up, together with the 
performance of gender are also important means to elevate their social status. Baklas are 
known for their artistry in creating beauty and the social respect they win from this 
transformation balances off their otherwise subverted existence in society.  
Beauty contests thus become important channels in which transsexuals can 
perform these transformations and their beauty. Beauty contests provide them with a 
public stage on which transformations can be displayed and performed in front of a group 
of ready audience, who give them the social respect they yearn. The desire to be 
                                                 
82
 Ibid., p.130 
83
 See Fenella Cannell, Chapter 10 “Beauty and the Idea of America”, in Power and Intimacy in the 
Christian Philippines, (Cambridge University Press, New York, 1999)  
 64 
recognized as more feminine and more beautiful than real women is common among 
transsexuals and the possibility of attaining the same title of being a “beauty queen” 
becomes an important purpose.  
 
Becoming the Most Beautiful Transsexual in Thailand 
 Although beauty pageant contestants are subjected to “a parade” and indeed an 
“objectification” of their beauty and bodies on a public stage, it is also on this very same 
stage that they are able to achieve a sense of agency. The power of transformation and 
display of a beauty that fits into a society-determined criterion earns them visibility, 
power and social respect. More importantly, the fact that the Thai kathoey is hailed as the 
most beautiful transsexual in the world emphasizes the basis for their identity and culture 
– one that is strongly based on transformations and beauty. This kathoey identity and 
beauty have become iconic in representing Thailand’s kathoey’s transformational powers 
and is quite the opposite of the stereotypical portrayal of the kathoey on Thailand’s mass 
media – one who is loud-mouthed, uncouth, pretentious and always comic. This other 
image of the kathoey is seen to be highly derogatory and demeaning. In a society that 
prizes beauty and surface representation above all else, a representation of the kathoey as 
one who is uncouth and unrefined can be seen as discriminatory. The Miss Alcazar and 
Miss Tiffany’s Universe contests showed that not only can kathoey replicate femininity to 
good effect; they can also epitomize the ideal Thai woman.  
  When conceptualized this way, it becomes clear as to why many kathoey yearn 
for the opportunity to take part in these beauty contests. Although kathoey are expected 
and required to conform to the institutionalized performances of femininity as stated in 
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the previous section, they endeavor to try to fit into this imposed set of behavior because 
of the positive outcomes of the contests.  
 Kathoey beauty pageant contestants are often able to recall their desires and 
pleasures of being able to “parade” themselves on stage, on winning the crown, and 
becoming an embodiment of a universal concept of beauty. Səu, Miss Alcazar 1998, 
recalls her reasons for joining the contest,  
 
 “I wanted to know if I was beautiful. At that time, I was working part-time  
 for a friend who was a make-up artist. He thought that I was quite  
 good-looking and sponsored me to join the contest.” 84  
 
 Winning the contest also allowed them to pursue other goals, such as furthering 
their education or career (with prize money and scholarships), getting opportunities in 
jobs that would otherwise have eluded them, or “being themselves” (sadaeng ork).  In 
some cases, it can also mean winning enough money to fund their sex-reassignment 
surgery. In all cases, contestants have a sense of agency, on an individual level, that they 
are taking proactive steps to improve their lives and to advocate for more equal 
opportunities and less discrimination in society through visibility. Beauty contests are 
thus means by which they can achieve beauty, power and agency all at the same time. 
Achievements by past winners demonstrate to other kathoey the power and social respect 
they earn in winning the crown. Ton-Khaw often talks about how winning the Miss 
Alcazar title had changed her life.  
 
 “This (Miss Alcazar) contest is a really good platform for us to show  
 other people the capabilities (khwam samart) of kathoey. After I won the  
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 contest, I was able to get my job at M.A.C. (an international make-up brand)  
 as a salesgirl. This would have been impossible if I hadn’t won the contest  
 because this industry is still so female-dominated.” 85 
 
 Pooi, Miss Tiffany’s Universe 2004, was grateful for the positive publicity that 
she received after winning the crown.  
 
 “I now have a bit of fame in Thailand and people know me. (When asked if  
 she wanted to go into show business) Yes, if I can. I hope that I can act on  
 TV or be in some commercials.” 86 
 
 Səu, on the other hand, was more concerned about her family’s and friends’ 
acceptance of her as a kathoey. She counts the acceptance that she has attained from her 
mother and friends as the most important and valuable achievement. More importantly, 
she gained entry into the league of being “female”, and has been accepted by men as such. 
She states this as the most important change that came about after her win in the 1998 
contest, 
 
 “I am in a stable relationship now and I have a boyfriend. He treats me like a  
 real woman (phuu ying cing cing). Before that, all my boyfriends would leave  
 me after a while. They come and go. (pai pai mar mar). I found this boyfriend  
 after I won this contest and he has accepted me to be his partner (faen).” 87 
 
When asked about her family’s reaction, Səu recounted,  
 
 “My father has never accepted me as a kathoey. Ever since I became kathoey  
 he never spoke to me again. So I came to Bangkok. My mother is happy to  
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 have a daughter (luuk sao) though. I have a younger brother and she says  
 it’s good to have both a son and a daughter. She believes that daughters  
 can take care of the family better than sons. After the contest, I went home.  
 My father still does not speak to me, but I can sense that he is slowly accepting  
 me and knows that he can’t do anything to change what has happened. I send  
 money back whenever I can, and my mother is happy that I am taking care of  
 the family.” 88 
 
Səu’s sentiments were echoed by Nerng (Miss Alcazar 2003),  
 
 “Many of my friends are so proud of my achievements. The people in  
 my school (Chiang Mai University) no longer avoid me or look down  
 on me. I get more acceptance from my friends and relatives.” 89 
 
 Ann, Miss Alcazar 2004, had the same hopes for acceptance by her parents. She 
pleaded on stage during the contest,  
 
 “I hope (my) mother and father can accept me for who I am. I want them  
 to know that if I can turn back time and change something, I would want  
 to be a real man, and not like this. I don’t want to be like this. I want to  
 say sorry to them for having caused them so much despair and pain.” 90  
 
When asked if she would take part in other beauty contests and if more wins would 
elevate her status further, she replies,  
 
 “No, no. I am very contented already (phor jai laew). I have never thought  
 it was possible to win this contest and this is the most important contest for  
 kathoeys. What if I don’t win the other contests? It would be an embarrassment!” 91 
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 While participating in beauty contests entails the conformity to a pre-determined 
set of behavioral norms, the positive outcomes outweighs the costs and impediments of 
performing an idealized femininity. By winning acceptance, they are able to “sadaeng 
ork” (show themselves) and visibility has become an important marker of their social 
status and power in society. The title of a “national beauty queen” illustrates to society at 
large that they have been capable in proving themselves to be successful kathoey within a 
ritualized performance. Thus, beauty contests are also sites of empowerment that allow 
kathoeys to attain and retain a sense of agency. 
 The proliferation of transsexual beauty contests had come about in the mid 1990s, 
with the development of tourism in Pattaya, Bangkok and other cities. Skeptics of such 
beauty contests see them as merely by-products of tourism and are simply entertainment 
without value. Some scholars, like Esterik92, see transsexual beauty contests as “anti-
pageants”, deliberately questioning the notions of gender and sexuality in society and 
such pageants are conscious efforts to question and problematize the mainstream 
performances of gender and beauty. I argue that transsexual beauty contests are also 
channels for the articulation of a newly defined kathoey identity, not just in 
differentiation and opposition to mainstream beauty contests. In most cases, kathoey 
perform the same specific, hegemonic model of femininity through transformations. The 
success of these kathoey contestants are not measured upon their ability to problematize 
gender norms, but are based upon their ability to perform an idealized femininity that 
espouses the same gender subjectivity as mainstream beauty contests. Beauty contests 
become a voice for them to express and fortify their otherwise minority existence, using a 
ritualized performance that has been accepted by society at large.  
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Power and its ambivalence  
Although it can be said that a successful performance of femininity on the stages 
of beauty contests can allow kathoeys to earn respect and social status, it is also highly 
contestable as to who exactly possesses this power. Beauty contests may be sites of 
empowerment, enabling kathoeys to achieve social mobility, visibility and acceptance, 
but such social power can also be said to resting in the hands of those who assess these 
transformations. If beauty contests were public stages on which a national culture and 
identity can be displayed and sold to a ready audience for consumption, the very same 
audience also has the power to reject such images and subject the performance to shame. 
Audiences, including judges in beauty pageants, the media, sponsor companies and the 
organizing cabaret are powerful in dictating the beauty mold and standard on which the 
performance is judged. This criterion of beauty is very much again determined by an 
“orientalist” image of national culture and identity. These images of beauty, culture and 
national identity may shift over time and result in a fluctuation in the power and social 
status performers can acquire. The tension between a western orientalist exotic image of 
the local and a “self-orientalized” image of modernity comes into play yet again. 
Interestingly, such images of modernity are closely linked to the visibility of sexual 
minorities today. The high visibility of the Thai kathoey (though stereotyped) and the 
mushrooming of gay/kathoey establishments lend a sense of “liberalism” and 
“modernity” within the Thai “exotic” culture. 
Given the impact of tourism, globalization and capitalist development in Thailand 
today, such ideas of what constitutes a beautiful national culture and identity are not just 
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determined by local politics, but global politics as well. Although there is a desire to 
retain agency in creating an authentic Thai identity and beauty, the demands created by 
tourist consumption may mean a flux between adopting a Western outlook and 
maintaining “local exotica”. Thus, a continuous process of mediating such power 
struggles between the West and the local is inevitable and a negotiation of national status, 
just as the social status of pageant contestants, in a complex web of orientalism, 
capitalism and global politics is inexorable. In the sections below, I shall examine the 
power that other parties in a beauty contest hold and how a beauty queen can be made in 
the processes of this mediation of power.  
 
Sponsors and Judges 
 As mentioned before, transsexual beauty contests began as purely commercial 
enterprises. The cabaret companies which hold these contests see these beauty contests as 
effective ways of publicity and advertisement for their business. The once-a-year affair 
grew bigger as the years went by, and the sponsors for the contests grew as well. Other 
than receiving support and endorsement from the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT), 
these contests are also sponsored by companies, most of them in the beauty and grooming 
industry. These companies recognized the business opportunities that the contests 
brought for them. 
 For both the cabaret and the sponsor companies, it is a win-win situation. With the 
sponsors’ support, the cabaret holding the beauty contest is able to expand the scale of the 
contest. Most of the sponsor companies provide sponsorship for supplementary titles in 
the contests, including Miss Beautiful Hair (sponsored by a shampoo brand) and Miss 
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Body Perfect (sponsored by slimming and beauty salons). These supplementary titles are 
found in both mainstream beauty contests and transsexual beauty contests. These titles 
increases the chances of contestants winning something even if they are not in the top 
three positions and inevitably has a positive effect on the number of contestants joining 
the contests. This would determine the scale of the contests and the rivalry between both 
Alcazar Co. and Tiffany Show Co. indirectly plays out in the comparison between the 
cabarets. As Phii Faa, assistant marketing and publicity manager for Alcazar Co. puts it,  
 
 “We (Alcazar) always have more contestants than Tiffany. This year we have  
 61 contestants. Tiffany only has 53. Moreover, our contestants are more beautiful  
 than theirs. (When asked what this means) It means that our contest is more popular  
 with kathoeys and they want to join ours because it’s better.” 93 
 
 The number of sponsors and the kind of companies that act as sponsors for the 
contests establishes the status of the contests directly. In the marketing campaigns of the 
beauty contests, sponsors are frequently mentioned and both the cabaret and sponsor 
companies ride on the wave of publicity to gain recognition for their respective 
businesses.  During the Miss International Queen contest in 2004, it is frequently 
mentioned that one of the main sponsors was Hard Rock Hotel Pattaya during publicity. 
The preliminaries and pre-contest activities were mostly held in the hotel and the cabaret 
was eager to tag its publicity to an internationally famous hotel chain. The contest, being 
an international one, was also a means for the hotel to publicize for its business. When 
asked if the cabaret approaches the companies for sponsorship or vice versa, Phii Ooi , 
public relations manager at Alcazar Co. said,  
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 “Both. Both ways. Some of the sponsors have been our sponsors for a long  
 time. We asked them and they sponsored us for one time and they were happy,  
 so they continue to be our sponsors. Other companies see that our beauty  
 contests are successful, and they come to us and offer to sponsor prizes. It doesn’t  
 matter actually.” 94 
 
 The courting of sponsors by the cabarets and the sponsors jumping on the 
publicity bandwagon works well for both parties. The cabarets stand to gain by increasing 
the contests’ credibility, especially with internationally renowned companies, such as 
Coca Cola and Hard Rock Hotel chain and the sponsors also gain through marketing and 
publicity. These sponsor companies also holds certain power in these contests. By 
sponsoring the contests, they are automatically put on the judging panels and will join a 
host of other renowned celebrities and personalities, such as previous Miss Thailand 
Universe winners, as judges for the contests. If the company is sponsoring a 
supplementary title, the company also has complete discretion in deciding to whom it 
wished to award the title to. In these cases, the winners are picked directly for their ability 
to promote the product and image of the company.  
 During the Miss Alcazar contest 2004, one of the sponsor company Golden Herb 
Body and Skin Care, picked a young and fair contestant as the winner of the title Miss 
Perfect Complexion. Fairness, in this instance, is one of the biggest factors, in the 
determination of the winner of this title. To this end, contestants from the Northern cities 
of Thailand such as Chiang Mai have an advantage over contestants from the South, who 
are usually darker in skin colour. The relentless quest for fairness and good skin is 
important for contestants who are vying for such a title. They take active steps to make 
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sure that they fit into that mold of beauty, dictated by the sponsor companies through 
their marketing strategies. The positive outcomes of winning a title such as Miss Perfect 
Complexion are a constant motivation for contestants to take active steps in making sure 
they stand a chance in winning the title. Cosmetic procedures, such as bleaching of the 
skin colour, have become common measures to achieve the right look and skin colour. As 
Phii Ooi puts it,  
 
 “The kathoeys from the North always have an advantage. They are fairer  
 (phiw khaaw) and the judges like that. Some of them will get surgery done  
 on their face, some will make their skin white, maybe some of them eat medicine  
 (oral medicine) whiten their skin. I don’t know. Otherwise, they don’t have a  
 chance of winning (mai mii ookart hai chana dai loey).” 95 
 
 As mentioned earlier, Ton-Khaw, Miss Alcazar 1999, believes that the beauty 
contests are platforms are on which kathoeys are able to show others their capabilities 
(khwam samart). In this case, this ability to transform oneself to fit into a beauty mold 
determined by sponsors and the cabarets directly affects their chances of winning. The 
social power that comes with winning the crown is only attainable through 
transformations that have strict boundaries and guidelines. Although contestants have a 
sense of agency, real power can be said to lie in the hands of those who decide on the 
winners. Transsexual beauty contests thus, are sites of both empowerment and 
subjugation at the same time.  
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The Cabaret and Results Rigging 
 One of the most controversial elements of beauty contests is the rumor of results 
rigging. Amidst the highly ritualized and strategized performance of femininity on a 
public stage, disagreements on the final results are common. Speculations about results 
rigging were common affairs in beauty contests. Some people may write them off as 
responses from jealous contestants who did not win, but in my observations during 
fieldwork some of these rumors may hold more truth than otherwise. Both Səu and Ton-
Khaw had informed me about the results-rigging that went on behind each Miss Tiffany’s 
Universe contests and had on separate occasions told me that the results were always pre-
determined. Səu had joined the Miss Tiffany Universe contest in 1997 but failed to clinch 
any of the titles. She believed that she did not win because the results had been rigged,  
 
 “Everyone in the contest (Miss Tiffany Universe) knew who was going to win.  
 It was an open secret and the nannies (phii liang) were already saying who was  
 going to be the winner. I wasn’t surprised at all at the results and I decided to join  
 Miss Alcazar because this contest is real (prakuad jing jing).” 96 
 
  Ton-Khaw also justified for their participation in the Miss Alcazar contests 
because the Miss Alcazar contests were free of results rigging and both Səu and Ton-
Khaw believed that they won their crowns on their own merit. These stories were 
substantiated by Phii Ooi who claimed that they had never pre-determined the results and 
their winners had won because they deserved the crown,  
 “We never had to determine our winners. We always have good contestants and  
 the winners always deserve to win. If they win, it’s because of their talents and  
 beauty.” 97 
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 Phii Wai, pageant production manager at Alcazar reiterates this. When asked if 
any rigging had taken place, she denied it and claimed to be able to see who was going to 
win and each year, the winner would exude a special air of confidence and readiness. 
 
 “I can see who will win (ja duu ork dai wa khrai ja dai). You can see that she  
 is ready (phrom laew) and she can win the crown (dai laew). Sometimes, they join  
 one year and you know they are not ready yet. Ton-Khaw and Səu are examples.  
 Both of them only won when they joined the contest the second time. And both  
 times, I knew they were ready to win. I told them after they lost the first time, come  
 and join next year and give yourself another chance. They did so and won.” 98 
 
 During the Miss Alcazar 2004, I was privileged enough to witness the whole 
judging process. At the grand dinner held on the last night of the preliminary rounds and 
a day before the actual contest, the special prize of Miss Friendship was given out. This 
title was given out by the cabaret and is a mimicry of the Miss Congeniality title that is 
often given out in mainstream beauty contests. Contestants are required to vote for a 
fellow contestant who has shown exceptional friendliness and congeniality during the 
few days of preliminary activities. After counting the votes, I verified the results and the 
award was indeed given to the contestant with the highest vote count. 99 
 On the other hand, the same Miss Friendship award in the Miss International 
Queen 2004 contest was highly controversial. Gia Tamalas, a Singaporean contestant had 
lamented after the contest that German contestants Irene Sue had in fact paid for the title, 
not won it,  
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 “She (Irene Sue) must have bought the award. Nobody voted for her. I thought  
 I would win. After the voting session, we (Gia and fellow Singaporean Sonia)  
 had asked around and nobody voted for her. Many people voted for me and Sylvie  
 (a fellow contestant from France) and either one of us should have win. She must  
 have bought her award because we all don’t like her.” 100 
 
 Such stories remind us that beauty contests can also be sites of subjugation. 
Contestants feel helpless about the results and the sense of agency is lost. It also reduces 
the sense of responsibility they have towards performing the highly regarded routine of 
femininity – it is not entirely their fault for not winning. The results were seemingly out 
of their control and this offers them some space for maneuverability in denying their 
sense of agency. 
 The final results of the Miss Alcazar 2004 contest were rigged as well. During my 
fieldwork,101 I was tasked with the responsibility of looking after the judges and making 
sure they were comfortable during the entire show. I was stationed next to the judges’ 
table and had the privilege of witnessing the entire judging process. The final results were 
a combination of accidents and rigging. In the earlier rounds of the contest, many of the 
more eligible and more beautiful contestants were dropped out and could not make it to 
the next round of competition, simply because of computer glitches. The computerized 
scoring system required the judges to punch in a numerical score for each contestant, 
which is then added together and projected on a large screen on stage. Some of the judges, 
captivated by the spectacular displays of catwalk and costumes on stage, failed to punch 
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in the scores in time to be added up, resulting in some contestants securing scores much 
lower than they should have been. 
 In the final stages of the contest, when the winner was announced, there were 
gasps of surprises throughout. After the final question and answer segment, which is 
regarded as the most difficult segment as it tests contestants’ intellectual ability, the 
winner was announced as Norng Ann. Norng Tern, a hot favourite for the contest was 
made first runner-up. During the last stage of the scoring process, eleven out of the 
thirteen judges had chosen Norng Tern as the winner of the contest. I was able to count 
the votes and Norng Tern had been a clear winner based on scores, but the crown went to 
Norng Ann instead. After the contest, Phii Ae, marketing and publicity manager disclosed 
the reasons for having Norng Ann win the crown. Khun Sang, the younger sister of Khun 
Wang, owner of the cabaret, had been on the judging panel and she had insisted that the 
crown went to Norng Ann instead of Norng Tern. After the contest, Phii Ooi, public 
relations manager for the pageant, revealed the reasons why Norng Tern was not made 
the winner,  
 
 “Khun Sang did not like her. Norng Tern comes from a rich family.  
 She has been taking part in contests all over the country. This year,  
 she had taken part in seven other contests, but she has never won the  
 crown. If she wins the Miss Alcazar title, it would be an embarrassment  
 to us. Khun Sang feels we cannot have someone who loses at other contests  
 win on our stage (weethii khorng rao).” 102 
 
 The above example shows how a beauty queen can in fact, be made one, through 
the mediation of power, priorities and agendas between the judges, sponsors and the 
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organizing cabaret itself. Not only does the contestant have to show an exceptional 
prowess to transform herself into a beautiful and feminine being, she has to embody the 
qualities needed for her to become a successful representation for her sponsor companies 
and the cabaret. Although the contestants feel that they have a sense of power, this sense 
of agency can also be removed from them and the power is given to those who assess 
their beauty and femininity. Factors such as their age, image, media relations, 
marketability and business rivalry could all affect the results of the beauty contest. 
Beauty contests can be sites of empowerment which allows contestants to take positive 
steps to improve their lives. By executing a highly performative transformation and 
transgression of the gender boundary, they gain visibility, social respect and mobility. 
However, the same beauty contests can also be sites of subjugation, subjecting the 
contestants to perform femininity within a beauty mold determined by sponsor companies, 
judges and the cabaret. This sense of agency can also be taken away from contestants, 
and the belief in results rigging allows them to maneuver the agency they own and 
removes a part of their responsibility in executing their performance on stage.  
 
Wearing the Crown – Power and Representations  
 Earlier in this chapter, I have shown how contestants have to perform femininity 
effectively before they are recognized as successful kathoey and how they can elevate 
their social status by winning the crown. Motivated by the positive outcomes of these 
transsexual beauty contests, many of the applicants and contestants are eager to 
participate in these contests. They feel a sense of agency and are positive about their 
efforts to improve their lives and increase the level of acceptance for people like 
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themselves. In these beauty contests, it is often said that such beauty contests “provide an 
opportunity for transvestites to be more accepted in today’s world community”.103 When 
asked why they would sponsor a transsexual beauty contest, most of the sponsor 
companies also answer in a politically-correct manner, echoing the objectives of the 
contests – providence of opportunities for kathoeys to “show themselves” (sadaeng ork) 
and be accepted by society.  
 Such reiteration of “acceptance through winning” is however a double-edged 
sword. There can be no denial that such transsexual beauty contests do indeed increase 
awareness and to a certain limited extent, elevate tolerance if not, acceptance levels. 
However, the continued reiteration that these aims can be achieved through the parade of 
femininity on stage can also serve to limit the kathoeys’ social standing and fortify their 
minority status. There have always been heated public reactions towards these kathoeys 
who are seen as purveyors of transformations and “constructed beauty”. It is often said 
that many of these kathoeys are as beautiful as real women, if not more beautiful, because 
of the various cosmetic surgical procedures they undergo. Such accusations are not 
unfounded in actual facts because many of these kathoeys do undergo massive cosmetic 
surgery in a bid to attain the femininity they accentuate on stage.104 Not only are they 
labeled as fake and pretentious, it also diminishes the very social status they seek to 
elevate in the first place. In addition, the belief of “acceptance through winning” 
reinforces their discriminated position in society and subjects them to a perpetual race to 
catch up and achieve more social acceptance in society, rather than looking at beauty 
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contests as stages on which they can perform their identity and culture, independent of 
mimicry and absolute femininity. Though they can “sadaeng ork”, they are projecting an 
image of femininity and beauty that has been dictated by the other parties who may hold 
the real power in these contests, such as the sponsors and the cabaret. They are neither 
projecting their self-identity nor a kathoey identity of which the objectives in these 
transsexual beauty contests spelt out to achieve in the first place. 
 Although entering a transsexual beauty contests give contestants a sense of 
agency at the individual level, they are also subjected to the institutional demands of 
beauty, femininity and appropriate representations that structure beauty contests if they 
want to win the crown. They have to constantly maneuver themselves within these 
constraints to subvert their masculinity and show that they can transgress the gender 
boundary without too much effort. However, in my encounters with many kathoey 
performers and contestants, most of them do not wish to transgress the gender boundary 
totally. Many of them have no qualms about going for cosmetic surgery to enhance their 
feminine looks, but many of them are in no hurry to go for sex-reassignment surgery. 
What they were performing was an image that is demanded of them from society at large, 
an image based on feminine beauty and what has become romanticized as the Thai 
kathoey culture. In this sense, a transsexual beauty contest can be seen as both an 
enabling and subjugating site that simultaneously empowers the performance of kathoey 
identity yet subjects kathoeys' to imitate mainstream (dominant/Western) notions of 
beauty and femininity. 
This brings us back to the point of power and its ambivalence. Although it can be 
said that a successful performance of femininity earns respect and social status, it is also 
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questionable as to who exactly possesses this power. On the one hand, it would seem that 
the performers, either women or transsexuals, in their ability to embody beauty and 
femininity, have power and agency. On the other hand, power can be said to be resting in 
the hands of those who evaluate these performances of transformations and femininity. A 
performance is also subjected to rejection by the audience, made up of judges, businesses 
and ordinary spectators. If beauty pageants were public stages on which a national culture 
and identity can be displayed and sold to the audience for consumption, the very same 
audience also has the power to reject such images and subject the performance to shame. 
Audiences, including judges in beauty pageants, tourists, locals and fellow performers, 
are powerful in dictating the beauty mold and standard on which the performance is 
judged. This criterion of beauty is very much again determined by an “orientalist” image 
of national culture and identity, and in this case, a “romanticized” image of what 
constitutes Thai kathoey culture and beauty. Can a transsexual beauty contest 
successfully elevate the social status of the Thai kathoey? Can the Miss Universe crown 
promote the national culture that it served to portray to an international audience? Can 
winning an international title represent a romanticized national culture? Who exactly are 
the people with real power? 
Given the impact of tourism, globalization and capitalist development in Thailand 
today, such ideas of what constitutes a beautiful national culture and identity are not just 
determined by local politics, but global politics as well. Although there is a desire to 
retain agency in creating an authentic Thai identity and beauty, the demands created by 
tourist consumption may mean a flux between adopting a Western outlook and 
maintaining “local exotica”. Thailand had to be modern and at the same time, “exotic” 
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and the romanticized kathoey culture was part of this “exotica”. Thus, a continuous 
process of mediating such power struggles between the West and the local is inevitable 
and a negotiation of national status, just as the social status of pageant contestants, in a 
complex web of romanticism, capitalism and global politics is inevitable.  
 
Conclusion  
 In this chapter, I have shown how transsexual beauty contests have become 
legitimized and effective stages for the performance of feminine beauty and gender 
transgression. Transsexual beauty contests have inevitably become a key means for 
kathoeys to gain acceptance in society by providing them visibility. The ability to subvert 
masculinity and portray Thai feminine beauty has made the existence of kathoeys 
justifiable in Thai society. It has become a passport for social mobility, for fame and 
means of living and for affirmation of the kathoeys’ own sense of identity. There is a 
sense of agency and beauty contests become sites of empowerment for kathoeys. 
However, it is also through the same institution of transsexual beauty contests that new 
and rigid forms of physical beauty and gender behaviors are imposed on them. These 
impositions are put in place by public expectations as well as by the sponsor companies, 
judges and the organizing cabarets. The sense of agency is taken away from them and the 
belief in result rigging adds on to a sense of being not in control of their destiny, and may 
be a ready explanation for them to justify why their performance of femininity had not 
been good enough. It allows them to escape from the responsibility and compulsion to 
perform femininity to perfection with an “it’s not my fault” rationalization.  
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 In the next chapter, I will examine and illustrate how as kathoeys struggle to adopt 
these impositions and to make sense of a newly institutionalized new kathoey identity, 
slippages and excesses do occur in their endeavors to transgress gender boundaries during 





















Being kathoey – Slippages and Excesses 
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The Ambiguous “Third” Space of the “Third” Gender 
 In the previous chapters, I have highlighted the nuances of performances involved 
in kathoey beauty contests and the implications of beauty contests as a performative site 
for a “romanticized” kathoey culture in Thailand. Paradoxically, in most cases, this 
performance of gender is assessed based on the dominant Western definition of gender 
and sexuality – the binary model of masculinity versus femininity. Contestants in 
transsexual beauty contests are often not assessed based on their performance of 
transsexuality or their possession of both hybridity of femininity and masculinity, but on 
their ability to transgress the gender boundary, i.e. how feminine they look. The use of 
such ritualized performances of femininity has consolidated a newly “romanticized” 
kathoey identity one based on feminine beauty, in contrast to “real” or “naturally-
occurring” kathoey behavior. 
 The ambivalence of such beauty contests as both empowering and subjugating 
spaces for the Thai kathoey forces kathoeys to constantly look for “loopholes” to “act 
themselves (sadeang ork)”. This chapter will examine some instances during these 
transsexual beauty contests in which kathoeys reject the dominant notions of femininity 
and do not perform either femininity or masculinity. What they perform is often said to 
be typical “kathoey” behavior and organizers are quick to dismiss these acts as merely 
“sia form” (losing “form” in a moment of excitement)105. Contestants are almost never 
penalized for this behavior off-stage. In fact, some contestants, such as Miss Alcazar 
2004 winner Norng Ann106 may leave good impressions with judges for their ability to 
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 Norng Ann was praised by pageant organizers and judges for her ability to perform to good comic 
timing. According to the judges, she was aware of the need to maintain her poise, yet perform a comedic 
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reject dominant models of feminine behavior and are talented in bringing about comic 
effects and entertainment to their performance. Norng Ann, while performing a comedic 
act, was able to refrain from “kathoey” behavior and maintain her feminine poise. Such a 
balance ensures that no slippages – lost of feminine poise, and excesses – excessive 
masculinity displayed, occur and is highly valued. Often, such “sia form” performances 
off-stage are quickly equated with discriminatory stereotypes of “unfeminine” kathoey 
behavior such as those associated with uncouth and loud-mouthed performers who are 
constrained to performing only comic roles which females or “real” women will not 
perform. Here, such “sia form” performances can also be seen as a space and site to 
negotiate the disjuncture between expected femininity of beauty contestants and self-
identity of kathoeys. It is within this site that slippages and excesses can occur, when 
femininity is lost and masculinity is exhibited, and a delicate performance is thrown off-
balance.   
 In the actual beauty contests, these “comic effects” are almost never allowed on 
stage. As mentioned in previous chapters, the beauty contest is a highly rehearsed routine 
that demands the perfect performance and replication of femininity and gender 
transgression. The comic effects on-stage that puncture the contests every now and then 
are often not intentional and come about when contestants fail to perform feminine 
beauty to good effect – i.e. slippages occur. Instances of these include inappropriate 
hairstyles and costumes, over-the-top hip-swaying during the catwalk and other 
exaggerations in mimicking femininity. These contestants are often met with wolf-
whistles and cheers from the audience (for the comic effects they provide in an otherwise 
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mainstream and boring beauty contest), but fail to secure enough points from judges to 
enter into the next round of the contest. Audiences and judges are entertained, but often 
use the phrase “chaai mai dai” (cannot make it) to describe these contestants. As 
mentioned in the previous two chapters, the power and agency that contestants achieve in 
these beauty contests are hinged upon their ability to perform the ideal femininity on 
which a “romanticized” kathoey identity is based on. Even with the rhetoric of giving 
them space to “sadaeng ork” ( to show, to be themselves), they would often find 
themselves having to maneuver across the markers of femininity and find spaces in which 
they can “sadaeng ork” their kathoey behavior. One such space in which such “kathoey” 
acts are commonly found is during off-stage activities, such as promotional tours and 
dinner and dance events. In these cases, slippages and excesses are seen to be constrained 
and not publicly performed, and are thus, accepted and stereotyped as “kathoey” in nature.  
 
Acting “kathoey” 
 Many of the contestants are very conscientious about their appearances and are 
constantly aware of the need to look as feminine as possible. They would not hesitate to 
whip out their make-up to touch themselves up as soon as the opportunity to do so arises. 
However, it is also in such situations off-stage that they share the opportunities to 
“sadaeng ork” their “everyday” kathoey behavior. While they have to perform effective 
femininity on stage, there are no said rules for feminine behavior off-stage. In many cases, 
the performance spaces off-stage, at times concertedly while at other times, 
unconsciously, become sites for the display of their “everyday” kathoey behavior and 
self-identity, which is highly differentiated from the performance of femininity.  
 88 
 In these beauty contests, there are many instances of “slippages” that occurred 
albeit not on-stage. These “slippages”, a loss of feminine behavior, are often 
unintentional and subconscious behavior that falls outside the newly institutionalized 
expectations and requirements of kathoey identity. Such instances of “slippages” would 
include shouting and screaming on the bus when contestants saw men on the roads, 
talking in a masculine voice, exchanging crude jokes about their genitalia and even 
fighting during skit-presentations.  
 One of the said kathoey behavior that is frowned upon when performed on stage is 
the lack of restraint and subversion of masculinity. During the preliminaries of the Miss 
Alcazar 2004 contest, contestants were asked to perform skits in groups, on a given 
theme. The main aim, according to Phii Wai, pageant production manager for Miss 
Alcazar 2004, was to round up a series of promotional activities (kep tua) and provide 
some entertainment during the dinner and dance event the night before the contest. Phii 
Wai believed that the talent to perform came naturally to kathoey and they were well-
poised to perform and impress the judges who were also at the party.107 She said,  
 
 “The ability to perform is a natural (thammachat) thing for kathoeys.  
 They do not need extra coaching for this. For many years, we have always  
 had this dinner party on the last day of the promotional activities (kep tua).  
 We always given them a theme to work on and you can wait and see.” 108 
 
 During this preliminary session, contestants performed on a mini-stage. These 
performances not only showed the kathoey contestants’ ability to perform to great comic 
effect, it also gave them a space to perform in ways which would have been unacceptable 
                                                 
107
 Author’s fieldwork notes, (8 April 2004) 
108
 Author’s fieldwork notes, (8 April 2004) 
 89 
during the actual beauty contest. Excesses and slippages such as verbal jokes, 
exaggerated action and facial expressions and the knack to produce comic effects were 
quite prized. In one instance, a group of contestants were asked to perform muay thai 
(thai boxing). What ensued was something shocking and even hilarious to the judges. 
Rather than performing a diluted and more graceful fight, the two contestants (one of 
them rather big-sized) who were acting as nak muay (thai boxers) decided to be 
“naturalistic”about their act. Not only did the contestants mimic to good effect what went 
on in the boxing ring (including the ritualistic dance that boxers had to perform before the 
match starts and other sound effects), they went on to engage in a real fight. The two 
contestants who acted as nak muay (thai boxers) hit out at each other. It resulted in one of 
them grabbing the hair of the other contestant, dragging her across the stage and finally, 
in the process, ripping off her evening gown and exposing her in her underwear. 109 
 This was not an isolated incident. Another group of contestants acted a scene in 
which “fashion models” from two camps did not see eye-to-eye backstage during a 
fashion show. They ended up fighting, with the contestants really kicking, slapping and 
pulling the hair of other fellow contestants. One other contestant also lifted the skirt of 
another contestant to expose her genitalia (which was not well-hidden) and declared that 
she had “a wife and children” (mii luuk mii mia). She went on to make this into a joke 
and asked the contestant if she had told her “mia” that s/he was taking part in this beauty 
contest. 110 
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 In all these instances, the reactions that contestants drew from the audience 
(which included the Alcazar cabaret pageant organizers and a few judges) were surprising. 
Whenever contestants engaged in such excesses, that is, extreme and exaggerated 
performances on-stage at the main contests, they invoked exclamations of shock and 
series of laughter, and ultimately rejection from the audience. But in comparison to off-
stage performances at preliminary stages of the contest, such slippages are accepted as 
part of “everyday” kathoey behavior. I asked Phii Wai what she thought of such 
performances. She replied,  
 
 “It is only natural and common that the contestants behaved this way  
 because they are kathoey and this happened every year. (When asked  
 if their performances and behavior would have any adverse impact on  
 their scoring in the beauty contest) Tonight’s performance is independent  
 of tomorrow’s contest, so it will not affect their scoring. Moreover, the judges  
 know that they are like this.” 111 
 
 Phii Ooi, public relations manager for Alcazar Co., echoes Phii Wai’s sentiments,  
 
 “They (kathoeys) like this kind of performance and they are good at it.  
 (When asked whether it was unacceptable to “sia form” like this).  
 It is common (thamadaa). This is kathoey style and it is normal (pokati).” 112 
 
  Throughout the performances, Phii Wai and Phii Ooi repeatedly gave praises to 
contestants who were comical and said that they were excellent performers (sadaeng 
keng maak).  Phii Ooi went on to add,  
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 “It was only with such mini-performances in which contestants can “be  
 themselves” (pen tua eng dai) that the beauty contest came across as a  
 “fun” (sanook) event. If we don’t have activities like this, the contest will be  
 a stressful event and it will not be enjoyable (sanook). This is why contestants  
 always say that our contest is more enjoyable than Tiffany’s.” 113 
 
 Səu, Miss Alcazar 1998, on the other hand, was not so forthcoming in her praises. 
She was fast to point out that the contestants, who were extreme or exaggerated in their 
performances,  
 
  “are kathoey, not women (pen kathoey, mai chai phuu ying). (When asked if  
 the contestants who had engaged in the fights on stage could win the beauty  
 contest) I do not know. It would depend on their performance during the  
 actual contest itself.” 114 
 
 But she was also quick to add that she doubted that those who engaged in such 
exaggerated performances would win because the management would want a winner who 
was “like a real woman” (torng phuu ying phuu ying, mai chai kathoey).115 Səu, was a 
natural beauty who epitomized all the said qualities to be a successful kathoey. She was 
very feminine and exhibited no signs that she was kathoey. Her ability and desire to be a 
real woman seemed to have put her in good stead during the contest. 
 At the Miss International Queen 2004 contest, these off-stage slippages were 
more subtle. Contestants exchanging genitalia jokes while behind the scenes were a 
common sight. A common reference made by contestants to the penis was “anaconda”. 
Norng Pooi, Miss Tiffany’s Universe 2004, and some other contestants teased and 
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gossiped about fellow contestants’ “anacondas” being big and long, just like the snake, 
often illustrating their descriptions with graphic animations and gestures. On one 
occasion, Norng Pooi went on to describe how her friend’s “anaconda” was long enough 
to be wound around her legs.116 Her comment was greeted by hilarious laughter and 
guffaws from other contestants. These jokes which generally revolved around issues such 
as breast implants and other genitalia can also be seen as a means to strengthen the 
friendship and solidarity among contestants, in the face of possible animosity and rivalry. 
 Some other subtle displays of kathoey behavior include being overtly sexy and 
attention-seeking gestures. Many of these contestants like to perform and often they like 
to seek attention as well. In the numerous rehearsal sessions I attended, it was common 
for contestants to exaggerate their catwalk and other gestures, such as blow-kissing and 
winking at the audience. These gestures were however, limited to the rehearsal sessions 
and contestants were careful not to display such gestures during the actual contest itself. 
For example, many of the contestants would play up on their sexy looks and do 
exaggerated hip-swaying while cat-walking in their swimsuit during rehearsals. 
Sometimes, these gestures were made to introduce some comic relief into the tiring 
rehearsal sessions. These actions were simply laughed off and Norng Pooi was not 
reprimanded by her managers when she swayed her hips excessively during rehearsals 
(compared to the instance she was ticked off for her use of masculine voice, as mentioned 
in Chapter 3). They simply turned a blind eye on her actions because they knew she 
would perform the required femininity to good effect during the contest. 117  Natasha, a 
contestant from Malaysia, was also eager to use her sexiness to good effect. During one 
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of the promotional activities, which was a foam party, Natasha lap-danced with a 
Taiwanese-host who was trying to interview her. On top of this, she had intentionally not 
worn her brasserie under her white top to show off her breasts.118 This was a common 
practice among kathoey and many of them do not wear a bra because it was not their 
intention to be modest. For many of them who have undergone breast implants, they were 
more than eager to show off their newly acquired feminine assets. Some of the 
contestants at Alcazar would avoid wearing brasseries under their T-shirt to show off 
their breasts and nipples. The exposing of one’s breasts was simply accepted to be part of 
kathoey behavior. 
 Another indicator of kathoey behavior is the reactions from contestants when they 
see a man, especially a handsome one. No efforts are spared in flirting and making him 
notice their presence. During the Miss Alcazar promotional activities, contestants would 
scream and wave to men on the roads from their buses. The screaming antics would lead 
to overt flirting gestures, including exaggerated batting of eyelids and kiss-blowing to the 
said “victim”. The contestants would then break into giggles, laughter and gossips, 
oblivious to the surroundings and the attention from other people they had inherently 
attracted with their loud antics. Phii Ooi had on several occasions shook his head and said 
to me, “pen kathoey” (they are kathoey).119 There seemed no offense in his tone of voice, 
but a mere acceptance that such incidents happen as part of the contest. In fact, the noise 
and commotion created by their antics attracted attention from innocent passer-bys, 
which provided the contest with the necessary publicity. Numerous tourists and locals 
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came up to me and the pageant organizers to inquire about the event and expressed their 
curiosity and amazement that the beautiful “women” that they saw were in fact kathoey.  
 In all these instances of “slippages”, it is clear that most of the kathoey contestants 
exhibit no reservations or fears in displaying their “kathoey-ness”. In addition to this, 
pageant organizers and other audiences (such as passer-bys and tourists) also do not 
express distaste or antipathy at such antics which upset the traditional view of femininity 
and reinforce the position of the kathoey outside of the institutionalized femininity which 
expected to occur “naturally”. These “kathoey” behaviors are simply accepted as being 
part of a larger kathoey self-identity or at worse, written off as “sia form” (losing oneself) 
in the midst of excitement. The hybridity of femininity and masculinity has in such cases, 
given rise to a “natural” transsexual identity, which kathoey themselves display through 
these “slippages”. Not only are they comfortable to do this while in groups, they also 
utilize these antics to consolidate their friendship and solidarity to each other. These are 
vital spaces in which kathoeys reject dominant notions of transsexual femininity and re-
inscribe their own sense of gender identifications which constitute a combination of both 
masculine and feminine behavior. In contrary to the institutionalized definition of a 
“feminine” kathoey identity imposed by transsexual beauty pageants, the self-identity of 
kathoeys is not bridled by the institutional requirements of femininity. Rather, it harbors 
both the feminine and masculine. They do not reject their masculinity but neither do they 
see themselves as males. They do not see themselves as females but see themselves as 
feminine. Instead of creating or assigning them a “third” space as a “third” gender, 
kathoeys can be said to inhabit and stretch the social boundaries of male and female 
gender categories simultaneously. 
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Being Kathoey, Performing Femininity 
 However, such displays of kathoey behavior are constrained to off-stage spaces. 
During the beauty contests, contestants are expected to perform the pre-determined 
markers of femininity, as mentioned in Chapter 3 and 4. These antics, which do not 
conform to the per-determined markers of ideal femininity, are not accepted nor tolerated 
in the beauty contests. Any indications of these less-than-ideal gestures would 
immediately affect the scores with the contestants penalized. What is prized is the ability 
to transform biological masculinity into ideal femininity, with grace, modesty and poise 
being its indicators. 
 During the Miss Tiffany’s Universe 2004 contest, there were several contestants 
who displayed overtly their kathoey identity (intentionally or not) and were promptly 
penalized for it. These contestants often had big wigs to make up for their lack of long 
hair, masculine facial features and body structure and often exaggerated their cat-walk 
with a hip-swaying frenzy to appear sexy. These actions, some of which may be 
intentional, others not, often resulted in the contestants appearing as “trying-too-hard”. 
The judges in this contest appeared either amused or annoyed, but in either case, these 
contestants failed to make it to the next round of the contest. The audience’s reactions 
ranged from muffled giggles to outpours of cheer and wolf-whistles in amusement. In 
many cases, audiences were glad for the entertainment, but were also well-aware that 
such a contestant could not win the crown, much less represent the country in an 
international competition. Phii Faa, assistant publicity and marketing manager, who 
watched the Miss Tiffany’s Universe contest with me, muttered “chaai mai dai” (cannot 
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make it) when he saw contestants who appeared to be more kathoey than feminine on 
stage.120  
 These “double standards” are common and consistent in almost all transsexual 
beauty contests. Although beauty contests do provide a sense of agency and social power 
for its kathoey contestants, it is also subjecting them to the “correct” performance of 
femininity. These performances of femininity are in fact based on notions of ideal 
femininity, far from the actual “truth” of what constitutes a kathoey self- identity. 
Organizers of  transsexual beauty contests proclaim their aims of organizing such 
contests as giving kathoey a chance to “be themselves” (sadaeng ork), while penalizing 
them for being kathoey and not feminine. Pageant producers, directors, sponsors and 
audience claim to be speaking for the discriminated kathoey – kathoey who had no 
agency or subjectivity over their role in the contests, who were victims of larger societal 
forces. In this sense, these organizers and judges are by no means any different from any 
other “perpetrators” of discrimination that they have identified. They are committing 
what Gayatri Spivak terms as “epistemic violence” or authoritarian knowing. These 
beauty contests and their organizers, whose objective was to elevate kathoey’s rights and 
status in society, were committing the same offence of not giving space or agency to very 
“victims” they claim to be fighting for. This episteme violence effectively silences the 
voice of the kathoey, and unknowingly perpetrates the power structures it had sought to 
oppose. This discourse produced a society of victims – a group of kathoey, so focused on 
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their own “victimhood” that they actually reinforced their own passivity and 
powerlessness.121  
 Even though transsexual beauty contests often carry with them these “double-
standards” of assessment, many kathoey still see them as important spaces for them to 
gain acceptance and tolerance into society. Such is the society’s expectations of a 
successful kathoey. The power of a Western discourse in Thai Gender definitions has 
situated femininity on opposite ends of masculinity and transsexuals are seen as people 
who are transgressing this gender boundary. However, it must be noted that these 
contestants may be able to perform the ideal femininity on stage, and yet do not desire to 
transgress the gender boundary fully. Cosmetic surgery can be seen as part of this 
performance, but sex-reassignment surgery is not deemed necessary. In the same sense, 
slippages and excesses exemplify the rejection of a full transgression of gender 
boundaries, where total femininity remains a performance and is not internalized. Beauty 
contests provide both kinds of spaces – an official stage on which contestants can 
perform femininity and are rewarded when they are successful in doing so, and an 
unofficial, behind-the-scene space in which they can truly “sadaeng ork” and be 
themselves. 
 
Having a truly kathoey beauty contest 
 Although contestants are subjected to such “double-standards” in the assessment 
of their success in transforming themselves, contestants often speak of these beauty 
contests in a positive way, as a means for them to be heard, seen and hopefully accepted, 
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even if such acceptance is conditional. Most contestants see such beauty contests as a 
way to dispel the image that has come to be associated with the kathoey – a comic, loud 
and very often unrefined character, which is still consistently portrayed in the media. The 
negative connotations tagged to these kathoey characters portrayed in the media meant 
that it was less than desirable to exhibit the same traits. Beauty contests, on the other 
hand, show their ability to be graceful, composed and modest, an ideal embodiment of a 
Thai woman. Although transsexual beauty contests reiterate the fact that their acceptance 
into society is conditional, it nonetheless provides them a means to achieve that goal. 
Norng Ann, Miss Alcazar 2004, said that she hoped that her parents would accept her for 
who she is, and given the choice, she would want to be a “real man” not a kathoey.122 By 
winning the crown, she was one step closer to winning acceptance and other 
opportunities which would have eluded her otherwise. 
 The fact that transsexual beauty contests remain popular in Thai culture shows the 
appeal of transformations to Thai society. Thais are awed by the ability of these kathoey, 
who have seemingly been “born” into such adverse circumstances, to “beat-the-odds” and 
become successful, sometimes said to be more beautiful and successful than real women. 
The story of an “ugly duckling” turning into a beautiful “swan” continues to fascinate 
Thai audience and it is this fascination with transformations that gave rise to a different 
space for the kathoey to gain tolerance and acceptance in society.  
 The real questions remain, “what will a truly transsexual beauty contest be like” 
and “when” will that happen? If a transsexual beauty contest is said to speak for the 
kathoey and gives them space to “be themselves”, shouldn’t it also provide an official 
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stage on which kathoey can truly be themselves and exhibit their “kathoey-ness”, on top 
of their ability to transform themselves? Whether or not such changes will bring more 
liberation than subjugation is truly speculative. However, with an increase in viewer-ship 
and acceptance of transsexual beauty contests, these sites remain important sites for 
kathoey to remain visible and for them to negotiate for a more tolerating space to re-
inscribe their gender identity.  
 
Conclusion 
 As mentioned in previous chapters, transsexual beauty contests have become 
legitimized and effective stage for kathoeys to fortify their otherwise subaltern existence. 
It has become an important means and passport for kathoeys to gain social tolerance and 
mobility, on condition that the kathoey contestants perform femininity within the 
impositions put on them by the judges, the sponsor companies, the cabarets and society at 
large. In dealing with these impositions and in the process of internalizing and making 
sense of a new kathoey identity that is based on feminine beauty, excesses occur due to 
the disjuncture between these impositions and their self-identity as kathoeys. 
 However, these “slippages” are highly disapproved of during the actual contests 
and often only occur in off-state performances and spaces. Although there are spaces for 
kathoey to challenge feminine normativity, these “typical kathoey behavior” are deemed 
as inappropriate and kathoey are compelled to keep them “behind the scenes”. These 
challenges to feminine normativity are accepted to be part of kathoey behavior but are not 
allowed during beauty contests and there are expectations on kathoey to emulate 
femininity and subvert masculinity. The emphasis on surface representations meant that 
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these slippages and are seen as instances in which kathoey “sia form” (losing one’s 
composure in a moment of excitement or carelessness) and are not to be displayed openly. 
Societal acceptance of kathoey remains highly conditional and is based on their ability to 
perform idealized femininity and their skills in transformations. Transsexual beauty 
contests, in this sense, become both enabling and subjugating sites that simultaneously 
empower kathoey yet subject kathoeys to imitate mainstream (dominant/Western) notions 



























 “I wanted to know if I am beautiful, if I am as beautiful as a woman”, Ton-Khaw 
winner of Miss Alcazar 1999 contest, answered plainly. Layers of meanings can be 
extracted from what looked seemingly like a plain and simply answer to a standard 
question posed to beauty contestants. Ton-Khaw, a transsexual beauty queen, had been 
able to not only perform to good effect a highly rehearsed routine of femininity on a 
public stage, she had also retained the agency that she held as a contestant in a beauty 
contest. The expectation of transsexual beauty contestants to desire and perform a 
transgression of gender boundaries has established beauty contests as a passport for social 
respect and mobility through the performance of a new “romanticized” kathoey identity 
that is based on feminine beauty. 
 This thesis has argued that the context in which beauty contests emerged from in 
Thailand is one that is dictated primarily by Thailand’s engagement with the West. In a 
bid to invent a new image for Thailand, one that was espoused by feminine beauty, 
compared to “barbaric” masculinity, beauty contests became effective state enterprises 
and avenues in which a new Thai culture and identity can be displayed and consumed. 
The Thai state took on a highly interventionist stance to legally enforce the re-gendering 
of the population, in response to critiques of Siam’s lack of civilization indicated by the 
lack of gender markers. Beauty contests thus became effective advertisements of Thai 
culture and modernity, in which self-orientalized images of Thai feminine beauty can be 
promoted.  In Chapter 2, I have shown how transsexual beauty contests have arisen out of 
these complexities. The visibility of the kathoeys, exposed by a state-driven policy, 
identified them as a group of “men” who were trying to transgress gender boundaries. 
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Just as Thailand found an avenue in beauty contests to consolidate a new national and 
cultural identity, kathoeys also found a vehicle in transsexual beauty contests to 
consolidate a new kathoey identity based on feminine beauty. 
 Transsexual beauty contests, which emerged as commercial enterprises propped 
up by mainly tourism, by and large modeled themselves after mainstream beauty contests 
in the country. Thai transsexual beauty contests became ritualized performances for 
kathoeys. Just as in mainstream beauty contests, transsexual beauty contests have also 
adopted a Western appearance to display Thailand’s modernity, while retaining a desire 
for “local, authentic exotica”. The approximation of Western ideals of femininity 
determined the perimeters of the performances during the transsexual beauty contests and 
inevitably resulted in these contests becoming stages on which femininity and gender 
transgression are expected and executed. It is through the institution of transsexual beauty 
contests that kathoeys themselves make meaning of a new identity and a new public 
space. Yet the process of reclaiming of public recognition and agency in making their 
own identity is a double-edged one. At one level, while the transsexual beauty contests 
provide kathoeys with an avenue to establish a self-identity through repetitive acts, the 
institutionalized standards of femininity, or at least the performance of femininity, 
imposed by transsexual beauty contests also subjugates them by subjecting them to a 
beauty mold dictated by others. It is within these intricate juxtapositions of the 
simultaneous possibilities of both empowerment and subjugation contradictions that I 
examined the intricacies in the performances of femininity in transsexual beauty contests 
from Chapter 3 onwards.  
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I introduced two beauty contests – Miss Alcazar and Miss International Queen in 
Chapter 3. The focus of the judging process in both contests is on the contestants’ ability 
to subvert masculinity and emulate femininity to good effect during their stage 
performances. The emphasis on surface representations translates into transformations 
that are limited to superficial enhancements of facial and body features and the discipline 
in maintain a feminine poise. Transsexual beauty contests began engaging kathoeys in a 
highly disciplined routine of performing femininity and the kathoey identity is defined 
and began to be institutionalized by these ritualized performances of femininity. 
 In Chapter 4, I show how the on-stage performances of femininity and the 
institution of transsexual beauty contests, though often limited to surface performances of 
femininity, can become sites of empowerment for kathoeys. I asserted the importance of 
transsexual beauty contests as public stages on which kathoeys can mediate and gain 
social respect and status, through their mastery in performing notions of idealized 
femininity set by transsexual beauty contests. The ability to fit into a socially-determined 
criterion of feminine beauty earns them power and respect. This gives kathoeys a sense of 
agency, that they are able to improve their own lives and balance off their subverted 
existence as minorities. The positive outcomes of winning the contests outweigh the 
impediments of performing an idealized femininity and beauty contests become sites of 
empowerment for a reification of their kathoey identity for contestants, albeit on an 
individual level. However, such power at the individual level can be said to be 
ambivalent as kathoeys are also subjected to the audiences’ assessment of their 
performance. Audiences, made up of judges, sponsor companies, the media, the 
organizing cabaret and the general public, hold power in dictating the beauty mold and 
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standards in which they have to fit into. The mediation of power, priorities and agendas 
between judges, sponsors and the organizing cabarets can also dictate the results of the 
beauty contests. The reiteration of “acceptance through winning” can be seen as a double-
edged sword – one that reinforces the kathoeys’ discriminated position and subjects them 
to a perpetual race to catch up by mimicking mainstream beauty contests and the imposed 
standards of idealized or even absolute femininity. 
 In Chapter 5, I looked at the slippages and excesses that occur as kathoeys 
struggle to adopt the new impositions placed on them to perform and internalize a newly 
“romanticized” kathoey culture. While they try to make sense of this new kathoey identity 
that is institutionalized by beauty contests, slippages and excesses occur. These slippages 
(i.e., the lost of femininity) and excesses (i.e., too much masculinity) are often found in 
off-stage spaces and not during the official and public stages of the contests itself. At 
these unofficial or off-stage sites, unfeminine behavior masculine outbursts termed as 
“sia form” are tolerated and accepted to be part of “everyday” kathoey behavior. These 
contradictory expectations between what is everyday “kathoey” behavior and 
institutionalized requirements of kathoey identity which is feminine within the 
transsexual beauty contest itself, throw things into disarray. On the one hand, kathoeys 
are expected to be able to transform themselves into absolute feminine beings and on the 
other hand, when they are unable to do so during their off-stage “sia form” slippages, 
these slippages are deemed inevitable and the contestants labeled as simply “kathoey”. 
What is true “kathoey-ness” then? While the kathoey strive to perform ideal femininity on 
stage, their off-stage “sia form” reveal that they do not desire to transgress the gender 
boundaries completely. In fact, “sia form “is part and parcel of being kathoey, part of the 
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everyday constitution of themselves. The off-stage spaces of kathoey identity are as 
important as on-stage spaces as they enable kathoey to transcend dominant impositions of 
transsexual femininity and allow them to traverse ceaselessly between the social 
categories of femininity and masculinity, hence occupying an ambivalent location in-
between both genders.  
 
 Transsexual beauty contests, like mainstream beauty contests, are here to stay. In 
a country where representations and surface appearances are considered important 
markers of modernity and liberalism, beauty contests will continue to remain an 
important part of Thai culture. Transsexual beauty contests have evolved into sites for the 
reconstruction of kathoey identity. It is an avenue through which kathoeys can negotiate 
for visibility, social respect and hopefully acceptance. It is also through this same avenue 
that Thailand, as a nation, negotiates between the demands of capitalism and nationalism. 
While capitalism brings about economic development and tourism, it also catalyzes, if 
not bring about, cultural homogenization. Often, the process of nation-building, 
construction and re-construction of cultural identity and cultural resource management 
are made possible due to the sustainability provided by tourism. In a way, culture then 
becomes commodified and national identity is hinged upon a selective culture that a 
nation seeks to display. This culture, through its repetitive displays, is internalized as a 
national culture. In transsexual beauty contests, capitalism and tourism translate into 
sustainable development that provides a stage on which transsexualism can be performed 
and consumed. Kathoey culture is continually performed and reiterated and is consumed 
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as part of Thai culture. In another sense, capitalism also brought with it ideals of freedom 
and liberalism from societal norms of gender and sexuality.  
 Thai transsexuality has earned a name for itself. The infamous Thai kathoey has 
not only become an icon of Thai culture but has also emerged as a global symbol of 
transsexuality. The Thai kathoey, known for her powers in transformations and the 
performance of femininity, has set new expectations for what it means to be kathoey or 
transsexual. Transsexual beauty contests will remain an important stage for the 




 In October 2005, a new Miss International Queen was born – American, Mimi 
Marks. She had emerged as winner amongst 18 other contestants from all over the world. 
First runner-up went to Korean Yu Ri and Second runner-up went to Thailand’s 
Tiptantree Rujiranon 123  
 In the inaugural Miss International Queen contest held in 2004, Thailand’s 
representative, affectionately known as Norng Pooi, had won the crown, amidst 
speculations of results rigging. Phii Aek, sales manager at Tiffany Show Co., had looked 
positively perplexed when the results were announced. He grabbed me aside and said,  
 
 “Norng Pooi should not have won (mai nar ja dai). This is terrible,  
 now everyone would think we rigged the results.”124 
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 Alex, manager of Singaporean Contestants Gia and Sonia, declared,  
 
 “The results were rigged for sure. I was sitting behind the judges and I could see clearly 
 that the winner should have been Cristina (Filipino contestant, second runner-up).  
 They swapped her and Pooi around!”125 
 
 Tiffany’s managing director, Miss Alisa Phanthusak, shed no further light on how 
the judging process had taken place and whether rigging had been involved. In the 
official media interview with reporters after the contest, she explained the results,  
 
 “Seven out of thirteen judges chose Norng Pooi to win. It was a close fight,  
 but Pooi did very well tonight and she deserves to win the title.”126 
 
 Whether the results were rigged or not, one could hardly fail to notice the 
coincidence of having a Thai representative win the inaugural contest and an American 
win the following one. Thailand – a country famed for its beautiful kathoeys can hardly 
deny the iconic association of kathoeys with feminine beauty. From a “land of barbarism”, 
Thailand has not only evolved into a modern and civilized country, but has also produced 
the world’s most beautiful kathoey in that process. 
 The association between transformations on both national and individual levels is 
clear. While the kathoeys strive to master the art of transformations from masculine to 
feminine on a public stage, a nation simultaneously molds itself into a desirable image 
that is largely self-orientalized and based on feminine beauty. In the kathoey’s quest for 
social mobility, recognition, respect and power, she undergoes highly disciplined routines 
of transformations to subvert her masculinity and performs femininity within tight 
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impositions and constraints. How is this different from a nation’s negotiation and 
reconstruction of a national identity within a complex web of intricacies that have arisen 
from the need to mimic a dominant “other” and to internalize a “new self”? In a bid to 
appear as modern, civilized and liberal, Thailand has successfully transformed herself 
into a nation which is beautiful, popular and a “fable of the Orient”.  
The tides have now turned around. Beauty contests, and in this case, transsexual 
beauty contests have helped Thailand establish an image that is now highly publicized 
and displayed for consumption. Thailand is no longer uncivilized or barbaric. In fact, she 
espouses beauty in everything. Beautiful landscapes, beautiful pottery, handicrafts, 
beautiful flowers, umbrellas, elephants, waterfalls, beautiful men and women, wearing 
the beautiful national costumes, parading a beautiful heritage. No wonder Thailand 
amazes.  
The crowning of Mimi Marks as the second Miss International Queen marks 
another milestone and/or turning point in Thailand’s quest to display her own identity. It 
symbolizes the catching up of the West that has to be done to reach the same status as the 
Thai kathoey. The same performances of femininity are required of non-Thai transsexuals 
now. A differentiation is made here – transsexuality that is embedded with feminine 
representations and one that is known as “drag queen culture”, punctuated with excesses 
of masculinity. The American and Western transsexual now has to fit into the beauty 
mold set by Thailand, an expectation that is completely opposite in nature. An American 
is now filling in the shoes of a Thai transsexual beauty queen. It indicates the need for 
them to adopt a Thai definition and standard of kathoey performances and identity – an 
American transsexual had to be as good as a Thai kathoey to be recognized as a 
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successful one on a public stage. What was previously localized has now become a 
globalized symbol, or at least an emerging one. The on-going negotiation of what is local 
and what is global is no easy task. Mimi Marks’ crowning was not without controversy 
and critiques. It was said to be the first time that Thailand had lost this title to a “blonde”. 
As Pattaya Daily News puts it,  
 
“What about the saying ‘Thailand is supposed to have the most beautiful  
transvestites and transsexuals in the world’, maybe he looks too much 
like a ‘she’.” 127 
 
 In October 2006, Mexican Ericka Andrew was crowned the new Miss 
International Queen. First runner-up was Filipino Prativia Monticallo and second runner-
up went to Thailand’s Ratrawee Chirapraphakhun. What do we make of this then? Is the 
Thai kathoey really losing her status as the most beautiful kathoey in the world?  
 In losing a transsexual beauty contest, the Thais have in fact won, - Thailand has 
produced an icon that is eagerly consumed by a non-Thai audience and is in fact 
emulated on a public stage now. What began as a localization of a Western gender 
dichotomy and acts of gender transgression have now taken on a new dimension. The 
Thai kathoey has set a new and emerging international standard for what it means to be 
transsexual and the globalization of a new kathoey identity will continue. 
 The negotiation within such global politics is constantly on-going. It is an 
enduring process and beauty contests may only offer a glimpse into a complex web in 
which a nation’s culture and identity is carefully managed and manicured.  
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My respondents, as mentioned in my thesis, were:  
 [ name, (nickname), designation/work, company] 
1. Khun Pimjai (Paa Noi), Director of Sales, Alcazar Co. 
2. Khun Phettrakul (Khun Wang), Managing Director of Alcazar Co. 
3. Khun Vimolphan Phettrakul (Phii Ae), Marketing and Publicity Manager, Alcazar 
Co. 
4. Khun Pratya Kamronkunapron (Phii Faa), Assistant Marketing and Publicity 
Manager, Alcazar Co. 
5. Phii Wai, Production Manager of Miss Alcazar 2004 
6. Khun U-then Ekklang (Phii Ooi), Public Relations Manager, Alcazar Co. 
7. Khun Evarista Thirawat (Betty), Judge, UNESCAP 
8. Khun Alisa Phanthusak, Assistant to Managing Director, Tiffany’s Show Co. 
9. Khun Akachai In-aum (Phii Aek), Reservations Manager, Tiffany’s Show Co. 
10. Phii Səu, Miss Alcazar 1998 
11. Phii Ton-Khaw, Miss Alcazar 1999 
12. Norng Nerng, Miss Alcazar 2003 
13. Khun Pakaporn Poakpat (Norng Ann), Miss Alcazar 2004 
14. Norng Tern, Miss Alcazar, first-runner-up 2004 
15. Khun Treechada Petcharat (Norng Pooi), Miss Tiffany Universe 2004 and Miss 
International Queen 2004 
16. Gia Tamalas, Singaporean contestant in Miss International Queen 2004 
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17. Sonia Slizstar, Singaporean contestant in Miss International Queen 2004 







Fig 1: Norng Ann, Miss Alcazar 2004 
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Fig 2: Norng Ann, Miss Alcazar 2004 and 
Norng tern, first runner-up, on a 




Fig 3: Norng Nerng, Miss Alcazar 2003, 
fulfilling her duties prior to the crowning 
of Miss Alcazar 2004 
Fig 4: Phii Səu (left), Miss Alcazar 1998 and Phii Ton-Khaw, 
Miss Alcazar 1999, during publicity events in Pattaya prior to 








Fig 5: Phii Səu (left), and me, during publicity events in Pattaya 
prior to the 2004 contest 
Fig 6: One of the preliminary activities to Miss Alcazar 2004 
contest – a mini – performance. Contestant on right holding a 









Fig 7: One of the preliminary activities (kep tua) to Miss Alcazar 
2004 contest – visiting places of interest.  
Fig 8: The Thai boxing (muay thai) during which the costume of one 










Fig 9: Miss Tiffany Universe Contest 2004  









Fig 11: Norng Ann, Miss Alcazar 2004 and Norng Pooi, Miss 
Tiffany’s universe 2004, appearing on a TV show together 
Fig 12: Miss International Queen 2004. From left, Arisha Rani, 











Fig 13: Natasha, contestant from Malaysia, lap-dancing with a 
Taiwanese TV host during the foam party of Miss International 
Queen 2004.  




Fig 15: Miss International Queen 2005. From left, Tipantree 
Rujiranon, second runner-up, Mimi Marks, winner, Yu Ri, first 
runner-up. 
